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A MAD GOD’S DREAM 

By 

Donald Smith  

 

Late afternoon in Edinburgh, the streets ablaze with July sunshine.   

It was impossible to go straight from a chill rehearsal studio to the shades 

of Haymarket Station, so Ciaran turned upwards round the Castle Rock. 

From Johnston Terrace he climbed the precipitous stairs to Castlehill and 

was rewarded by a panorama of the city undulating towards the Pentland 

Hills. What had Hugh MacDiarmid called this town - ‘a mad god’s 

dream’. If so the god had been drunk on nectar, on sun-drenched 

pleasures, on golden IPA. 

There was something lofty in Ciaran’s perspective. I’d better descend, he 

thought, before I’m tumbled. He started down the Royal Mile, sweat 

runnelling over his brow. 

This route reminded him of the day, less than a year before when he, 

Peter, and Madge Drummond, had met at the Scottish Storytelling Centre. 

Nothing had felt the same since; urged on by Madge, Peter - the Royal 

Lyceum Theatre’s Director - had upgraded Ciaran’s project to a full 

company production. Later came the mind-blowing news that it was 

intended for the Edinburgh International Festival - mainstage! 

Was that only ten months ago? For the young writer it was a revolution 

comparable in its effect to Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 

or MacDiarmid’s  Drunk Man Looks at a Thistle’. Which said something 

about Ireland and Scotland, though exactly what eluded Ciaran at that 

euphoric moment. This young artist had a full-scale production before he 

even had a fully written script. Yes, fucking yes. This was what he had 

fought for from the wilds of Clydebank, scrabbling up the foothills, and 

now the summit was within his reach. O’Donnell’s Ossian would 

headline the Edinburgh International Festival. At last Scotland’s own 

would feature centre stage. Not bad for the by-blow of a bunch of migrant 

keelies from Donegal. 
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That said, Ciaran felt his breakthrough was down to Madge. Peter was a 

canny operator, who rarely hit button lyrical, yet on that memorable day 

Madge had waxed persuasive about the need to bring together 

storytelling, folksong and theatre in a new creative synthesis. Her own hit 

show at the Lyceum had proved the point. If a follow-up was in order 

then Ciaran was your man, even if his original pitch had been a one-

person performance poem, based on Scotland’s tales of Fionn Mac Cúill 

and Ossian. After all he was an Irish Scot, correction, a West of Scotland 

Irish. Anyway, a mongrel breed, whose time to flourish, aye blossom, had 

finally arrived. Perhaps Scottish Independence was going to happen after 

all.  

The Ossian stuff was incredible; you could hack out a hundred dramas 

from those still thriving traditions. The point was his version was 

original, subtle. More Joyce than James MacPherson. Less Romantic, 

more full frontal. Yet with the mystery still intact. The readthrough today 

had gone well. Everyone had said so. And he was in love, again. 

The cast was new to Ciaran. His experience in small scale productions 

had not overlapped with these top-of- the-range acting professionals. 

Often he had performed his own solo pieces, or roped in a pal. So Sophie 

Forrester was a left field blinder. The woman was Grainnhe from the top 

of her gracious golden head, through every lithesome curve, to her 

suntanned feet. And she was starring in his play. 

Time to get a grip. More than time. What if the re-writes were an 

overwhelming scunner? It didn’t matter. Ciaran’s flagship was launched; 

he would cope. His Ossian was sailing out from Camera Obscura over 

New Town Edinburgh, and the Firth of Forth, like a three-masted galleon 

of the skies. His own unique castle-in-the-air. What more could life offer? 

Except, perhaps…..but that was not to be contemplated, not with a 

goddess. He’d better stick to what he knew. Writing himself into 

existence -words, words and more words. The cumulative power of 

creation. His individual mad god. Yet this time he had an Olympian 

ensemble. If that made Celtic sense. 

Time to catch the train for Glasgow. Downhill all the way. 

§ 
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‘It is a marvellous cast, darling. Dear Roger as Finn, a tad midriffy 

perhaps but so resonant, and he is supposed to be getting on a bit, in the 

script I mean. Colin does Diarmaid, naturally. Oh yes and Sophie will be 

stunning as Grainnhe, all bared shoulder and flowing locks. The author 

looks like he’s just done his A Levels, poor thing. I’ll need to take care of 

him. Ciaran, isn’t that a cute name?’ 

‘I thought you were “taking care” of Colin?’ 

‘Oh don’t be like that, Bobbie. All those boys need a bit of mothering. 

Unlike Sym the Impaler. He’s a Dark Druid in this one - typecasting 

don’t you think? It’s just a small part though because he’s also Assistant 

Director. I suppose he’ll stand in when Peter has to do his Company 

thingies. Could be a bit odd, really, two Directors. Oh, and talking about 

odd, Ossian is played by a woman, a young Australian, while his love 

from the deeps is a boy.’ 

‘Gender neutral casting. It’s the coming thing.’ 

‘Nothing very neutral about it I would have thought. I’ve not met either 

of them before, or even heard of them. Where on earth does Peter dig 

these people up from? Gracie is his name, Phil Gracie, you know, who 

plays Niamh, the woman from under the waves.’ 

‘Yes, I do know who Niamh is.’ 

‘I suppose she might seem a bit weird coming from the ocean, mightn’t 

she, or he? But then he’s a bit weird too, half deer, half human. How on 

earth will he do that?’ 

‘Antlers?’ 

‘Sorry? Oh, yes, I see. Actually I don’t. He’s too young for antlers. What 

is it they call a young deer? A hind, or is that just the females, a calf 

perhaps? Anyway, definitely not a rutter. That’s not Ossian’s style at all. 

Plenty of other males to do the rutting I suppose. We have to have all 

these warrior types, Fingalians, Fianna or whatever, like sultana. Fenians 

we used to call them, didn’t we? Actually, we don’t really have enough 

Fenians so they keep doubling up, quite comic. They do seem to be 

Ciaran’s rude mechanicals, if I understand the script.  I wonder, could he 

be a young Shakespeare in the making? Scottish, Irish I suppose with 



4 

 

O’Donnell as a surname, but he sounds Scottish, very Scottish, 

Glaswegian I suppose. But then that’s a sort of Scottish, isn’t it?’ 

At the other end of their long mahogany dining table, Bob had drifted off 

as usual into his own thoughts. When eating in alone with Miranda, no 

prompting was needed, just the occasional rejoinder. 

‘You haven’t asked, Bobbie, about my parts?’ 

‘Haven’t I?’ 

‘No, but I suppose, as Chairman of the Theatre Board, such things are 

beneath your notice. I have two - Muirne, the mother of Finn, and Sabha 

who becomes his lover. How Freudian is that? But Muirne is quite young 

at the start, and it’s only later on that I have to be older. So double casting 

is perfect for me, being somewhere in the middle I can play young and 

alluring or more mature. And I’ll need at least two gorgeous costumes. 

What will the costumes be like, Bobbie? I can’t imagine.’ 

Among many other irritants, Professor Robert G. Smith hated being 

called Bobbie, answering to friends as Bob. But after twenty-five years of 

marriage to Miranda, he had come to accept this along with so much else. 

His wife’s real name was Miriam but having opted for Miranda, Miranda 

Tempest no less, as her Equity soubriquet, she had also adopted it in her 

personal life. Strangely he had once been delighted with that name 

change, in accord with all the exotic fascinations of Miriam Dalloway’s 

brunette and cultured beauty. Somehow she had represented everything 

he was not, yet desired to be. He had tasted deeply of the fruit, but it had 

left only dust and ashes in his mouth. Bob poured himself another glass of 

wine. 

‘Flowing or close to the body? One or other I suppose, and with those 

choker things, Celiticky ones, yes, torcs. How could I forget that with my 

own dear, father, late, a professor of archaeology?  But they do set off the 

throat and bosom rather well, don’t you think, Bobbie?’ 

§ 

There was an accepted seating arrangement at the Allan Ramsay after 

rehearsals. Bob Kerr and the ‘boys’, which included female stage 

managers and extras, sat by the door where there was easy access outside 
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for a fag. Principal cast and directors, when they deigned to attend, 

grouped at the upper end beyond the bar. There was nothing stand-offish 

about this arrangement; drinks and banter flowed freely between the 

groups. Roger often presided over the high table. 

‘Well now, is this not a fine day - the largest company we’ve boasted 

since...Rondeau? Well I don’t know when to be honest. And we are 

destined at last for a Festival main stage. That’s worth a quaff or two in 

my humble opinion. Cheers.’ 

Sophie and Colin responded in kind, but Sym Douglas-Hamilton kept his 

own counsel. 

‘Come on then, Dark Druid, divulge, what’s your view?’ challenged 

Roger. 

‘As you know, darlings, I am totally committed to the success of this 

company and naturally this production. But it’s not in the bag yet.’  

‘What do you mean?’ prompted Colin. 

‘As a play, Ossian could take us to a triumph or disaster.’ 

‘Everyone says the guy’s a genius,’ objected Colin. 

‘That’s as may be, but his play is all over the place. There’s no clear style 

or through line and we’ll need to find it.’ 

‘Isn’t that Peter’s role?’ queried Sophie. 

‘Indeed it is, indeed it is, so we must be in safe hands.’ 

‘Yes,’ affirmed Roger, ‘a brilliant young writer and a famous youngish 

director. What more could a man ask, except perhaps another pint?’ 

Colin went off to do the honours. 

‘Remember Peter is a writer and adapter too,’ added Sophie, ‘so he’ll 

have a clear idea about the production.’ 

‘He’ll see the writer’s angle, you mean,’ replied Sym, ‘if he knows what 

that is. He certainly did not illuminate us on the matter today.’ 

‘That’s not the way he goes about things.’  
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Though insinuation was the standard Douglas-Hamilton tack, Sophie felt 

a twinge of irritation, which was calmed by Colin’s return with drinks. He 

had been a steady relationship through the whole season, and she found 

his directness and open good nature a constant standby amidst the general 

bitchiness of her profession. 

‘Where did Kim and Phil go?’ asked Colin, ‘did someone invite them 

round?’   

‘I did,’ confirmed Sophie, ‘but they were still sorting out their 

accommodation.’ 

‘So, our cross-dressing Ossian and Niamh are themselves an item,’ 

savoured Roger. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Sophie, ‘I didn’t say that.’ 

‘A fabulous pair,’ pronounced Sym, ‘they’ll be the best thing in the 

show.’ 

‘And there’s a vote of confidence,’ pounced Roger, ‘from the Assistant 

Director no less. But in my humble yet long drawn out experience, high 

praise from Sym Douglas-Hamilton at this juncture in proceedings is like 

a knife in the proverbial back. Cheers.’ 

Everyone laughed, even the Dark Druid. 

§ 

‘Peter’s gone a bit strange. More non-communicative even than usual.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ asked Sally. 

‘This Irish epic number. It’s not our scene, and now we’re signed up to 

delivering a best-selling Festival show in the Assembly Halls. Ossian by 

Ciaran O’Donnell. I am not sure Peter actually knows where he’s going, 

despite having pitched it to Kevin Moore. He may have lost the place a 

bit, our boy prodigy.’ 

‘Living up to Three Estates and all that?’ 

‘Exactly, and on the basis of what? A running draft. Christ, diarrhoea 

runs.  Three Estates was five hundred years old.’  
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Janis, the Lyceum’s General Manager, was compelled to relieve her pent-

up feelings.  

‘Peter will know what he’s doing,’ intervened Angie. 

‘And this Ciaran guy’s a budding genius,’ chimed Sally, Creative 

Scotland’s Head of Creative Development, ‘we’re signed up to that, by 

awarding him the residency at your place, Janis.’ 

‘Oh yes, thank you Creative Scotland. You’ve sent us right up shit creek 

without a paddle,’ responded an ungrateful Janis.  

‘Hey we only funded the residency. He was supposed to produce a solo 

performance poem, not War and Peace.’ 

 ‘As I said, the whole thing’s down to our glorious leader and his present 

fixation with the folkies.’ 

‘With Madge Drummond you mean?’ queried Sally. 

‘Can’t imagine what that pair see in each other,’ narked Janis. 

‘More of a creative partnership I suggest,’ opined Angie. 

Janis and Sally paused to draw breath, and then threw back a further 

tumbler of gin each. Warily, Angie eyed the protagonists slumped on 

either side of her elegantly restored, empty fireplace. 

‘Aren’t you jumping to conclusions here, Janis? Peter has a script and 

clearly believes it’s artistically viable. Shouldn’t we give him the benefit 

of the doubt, for now at least?’ 

As long-running Arts Critic of Sunday Scot, Angie Fry had made her 

reputation by never giving anyone the benefit of her non-existent doubts. 

But the Lyceum’s recently appointed Director was her blue-eyed boy. 

Peter Meldrum could do no wrong, so far.  

‘I know you like Peter’s style,’ Janis conceded. 

‘And his nationalism,’ chipped in Sally, ‘civic nationalism, of course,’ 

she added hurriedly.  

‘But that doesn’t stop him being a conceited self-opinionated twat who 

wants everything on his terms.’ 
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This was so vitriolic, coming from Peter Meldrum’s supposedly closest 

colleague, that both Sally and Angie went quiet. Then they reached in 

unison for their tumblers. 

‘Ok, sorry, I know I’m personally antagonistic. But I’ve got every 

fucking right to be angry,’ insisted the unrepentant Janis. 

‘Of course,’ soothed Sally, ‘we understand what you’re up against, in a 

male-ridden theatre culture. My whole mission at Creative Scotland is to 

drag this delinquent sector into the twentieth century, far less the twenty-

first.’  

‘If only it were so simple,’ snapped Janis. 

For a second Sally Beaumont looked ready to stand on her Creative 

Development dignity, then opted to placate instead. 

‘I know what you mean, Janis. Despite having a female Chief Executive, 

three blokes make all the real decisions in our office.’ 

‘Even the strategic funding decisions?’ queried Angie, scenting an 

admission. 

‘Especially that particular balls-up,’ confirmed Sally, ‘but I’m off the 

record here, as you know.’ 

‘Of course,’ agreed Angie readily, ‘we are sisters three.’ 

‘The guys fucked up and sold the CEO a pup.’ 

Given the disastrous headlines that had followed Creative Scotland’s 

recent grant awards to major arts organisations, this summary had brevity 

and explanatory power. 

‘The Lyceum did ok though,’ insinuated Angie snidely. 

‘He’s well in there is our Peter,’ admitted Janis. 

‘Well, ladies, if we’re going to skewer Creative Scotland, I had better 

open another bottle.’  

And Sally generously matched action to her words. 

§ 
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Ciaran sat side on at a table that stretched across the top of the room. 

Peter was at the centre with a script before him with Sheena the Acting 

ASM at his side, taking notes on the movements. The table concealed the 

Director’s lack of stature, giving focus instead on his air of reserve and 

authority, which was heightened by large blue spectacle frames and short 

black hair combed towards the brow like Bertoldt Brecht. The actors sat 

round the edge of the rehearsal space waiting on their scenes. The author 

also had a script, and a blank notepad.  

They had just run through the scene in which Finn was telling Diarmaid 

that one of his sons had been kidnapped by their sworn enemies the Sea 

People. So far, so good. Roger was completely at home in his quasi-regal 

role, while Colin was an appropriately handsome Diarmaid, and a straight 

bat, always coming up with loyal suggestions and solutions. In this case it 

was ‘go and see Mananan’, god of the sea. 

‘Do you think I haven’t done that already?’ queried Roger as Finn. 

Even at this early stage there was a note of petulance in Finn’s character 

that was to darken and deepen through the play. This was Ciaran’s way of 

humanising the mythology, and sowing flaws that would trigger tragic 

consequences. 

‘Mananan has brooded over my life from the first,’ continued Roger. 

‘What did he say, Finn?’ 

‘That his own son is sick and needs the cup of healing. If I find it for him, 

he’ll get my boy released. As if it was set up this way from the start. How 

can I give him the cup when I have no idea where or what it is?’ 

Of course, Diarmaid just happens to know where the cup of healing is, 

but not how to get it, so Finn has to summon his familiar spirit, his bête 

noir, the Dark Druid. 

There was no doubting Sym’s acting ability or his suitability for this role. 

He and Roger were old sparring partners. 

‘It didn’t take long for you to think of me,’ insinuated Sym in Druid 

mode. 

‘I have a trouble.’ 
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‘Your firstborn son is the trouble, Finn.’ 

‘The Sea People have him.’ 

‘And you need Mananan’s help. But he may not be your friend.’ 

‘Ha she devised my troubles?’ 

‘No, but he may be unwilling to end them.’ 

‘How can I win him over to my side?’ 

‘By healing his son Honi with the cup of cures.’ 

‘Which I cannot get.’ 

‘You need my help, Finn, but there will be a price.’ 

‘Whatever you desire. I want my child back.’ 

‘That is your unbroken word?’ 

‘Yes, and I put you under oath to help me.’   

‘It is not a gift, Finn. It has a price.’ 

‘Name it, whatever you want.’ 

‘I want your and Grainnhe’s first son, for twelve years. He will be my 

companion and heir to my knowledge.’ 

‘Who is Grainnhe?’ 

‘You will learn soon enough. Do you agree?’ 

 ‘Why should I recover one child only to pledge another?’ 

This was high class acting delivered with practiced ease. And the plot was 

thickening nicely, as the antagonisms built. Ciaran could sense the 

performers settling into his rhythm. Peter made no comment and no-one 

asked for direction. 

‘We’ll take a break,’ he announced. 

‘That’s great, Ciaran,’ encouraged Sophie, ‘it’s going well.’ 

‘Those guys are good.’ 
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‘There’s tea and coffee in the breakout room.’ 

Soon they were all back in position. The next scene involved Finn and 

Diarmaid again - they seemed to be inseparables - and a time switch back 

to Finn’s love affair with Sabha. This was Miranda’s first appearance in 

the younger of her two roles. Roger set the scene, which had an unusual 

double time frame. 

‘That’s how it was, in this gloaming. Something under the trees on the 

slope. And Bran turning back on the other dogs, driving them away,’ 

recalled Finn. 

‘Your hounds can’t harm me, Finn Mac Cùill,’ came Miranda’s first line. 

‘Who was she, Finn?’asked Diarmaid, breaking into the memories, but 

Sabha’s voice broke in again.  

‘If you need a name, call me Sabha.’ 

‘The dogs liked her, jumping up as if they were puppies again.’ 

‘I am the hind you were hunting,’ came the melodious voice. 

‘She was from the other side. She belongs with your mother’s people, not 

here,’ insisted Diarmaid. 

‘You are always known, Finn, among the ever living,’ continued Sabha. 

‘Look, Peter, I’m sorry,’ switched the actress, ‘but I haven’t a clue what’s 

going on here - am I a ghost or what?’ 

‘It’s a blend, Miranda, of past and present.’ 

‘It’s my first appearance as Sabha. How am I supposed to establish my 

character in four lines?’ 

‘But I go on to ask Finn about you, and he sets the context,’ offered 

Colin, trying to be helpful. 

‘Oh yes, men describing women, but I’m flesh and blood, here on stage. 

Surely I should be allowed to speak for myself?’ quivered Sabha. 

Oh dear, thought Sophie, I wondered why Miranda was so quiet this 

morning. She’s been nursing this one.  
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‘Ciaran?’ A deft pass from Peter.  

The author ran with Peter’s ball. ‘Sabha’s a powerful figure, no doubt on 

that. But her power’s in her mystery, latent, withdrawn if you like. Her 

hiddenness. If she was too open it would take away from her impact - she 

broods over the whole piece, a bit like Muirne. Which is why I think the 

double casting works,’ concluded Ciaran a little lamely. It was the first 

time he had been asked to say anything in rehearsal. 

Miranda seemed partially mollified. She breathed in deeply on words like 

mystery and brooding. Her rounded figure exuded latency. But 

hiddenness went too far. 

‘That’s all very fine, Peter, very clever,’ she resumed, cutting out Ciaran, 

‘but I still need some lines to put all that mysterious stuff across.’ 

‘We’ll take a look at the text in this scene, Miranda, but keep going now, 

please. Early days.’ 

Discipline restored, Finn and Diarmaid proceeded on the subject of Sabha 

who looked on more like a ruffled mother hen than a recessive femme 

fatale. 

As the session was breaking up, Peter leaned towards Ciaran, ‘See if you 

can give her a few extra lines, Ciaran, it’s quite sparse.’ Then he was off 

checking text messages. 

 Was that what they called script development? 

§ 

Robert G. Smith, Regius Professor of English Literature, was not having 

a good day, so far. It all began with his wife’s foul mood at breakfast. 

Something about her realising that even in combination her two parts in 

the new play did not amount to a half-buttered slice of toast. The real 

Miranda Tempest, as Bob and her professional colleagues knew to their 

cost, lived up to her chosen stage name whenever slighted or thwarted. 

The charmingly vague and gushing Miranda was an act that had become 

ingrained. That was the performance, playing then as Miriam Dalloway, 

with which Bob had fallen hopelessly in love as a young Cambridge 
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postgraduate. Perhaps if they had had children things would have been 

different. 

The professor’s day did not improve when he reached the George Square 

campus.  Bob was wrestling with the intricacies of the Faculty’s online 

budget control system, when he received a call from the Principal’s 

office. It was intensely annoying to be phoned from the great man’soffice 

and then not be put through to speak with the Principal. 

The gist of the functionary’s message was that the Principal had been at a 

Chamber of Commerce dinner the previous evening. There he had picked 

up an apparently reliable rumour that the City Council’s ruling coalition 

was about to collapse. As both the Labour and Scottish Nationalist  

partners were riven by faction, their programme for government was in 

tatters, and the Conservative Group were going to seize the initiative to 

form a minority administration. Given his prominent role in Edinburgh’s 

civic and cultural life, the Principal felt that Professor Smith ought to 

know. 

What was that about? A straightforward tip-off, or a broad hint to steer 

clear of any potentially nationalist agendas? Was it a dig at the theatre’s 

current production? 

As Bob interrogated the phone, now safely back in its electronic cradle, 

he had a sudden thought about what his father would have said on the 

subject of a drama called Ossian. A doctor in North Antrim, George 

Smith had sent his clever son to Queens in Belfast, on the presumption it 

would school him in his own middle-class Presbyterian values. How 

could the late Dr Smith have known from his limited reading that 

Queens’ English Department was a buzzing hive of dissidence and 

diversity? It had proved young Robert’s escape route from the stifling 

narrowness of factional Ulster. 

But Ossian was a purely artistic venture, supported by Kevin Moore, 

Director of the Edinburgh Festival, as well as the Scottish Government’s 

Festival Fund. It was a Year of Exchange between Scotland and Ireland. 

Kevin himself was a genial son of Wicklow with a stellar track record in 

international arts programming. Peter had assured Bob there was no 

danger of political flak. There was of course the whole Brexit business 
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with its ugly consequences for Ireland. But life had to go on, not least in 

this world leading Festival City.  

Bob sent a text asking Peter to phone him, and then settled into his article 

for the New Yorker, ‘Thomas Carlyle and the English Imagination’. 

§ 

Though Colin and Sophie put in appearances at the Allan Ramsay, there 

were nights when they did their own socialising. Peter had an open pass 

for these gatherings on the Southside where the couple had their flat. 

Sophie invited Ciaran to join them at their local, the Abbey, where bar 

meals were also on the go. Ciaran was very happy to accept, and then 

Peter also appeared, unannounced.   

‘Here’s to Ossian,’ saluted Colin who had got in the first round. 

‘Ossian!’ everyone toasted. 

‘We’ve made a good start, Peter,’ suggested Sophie. Then Peter’s phone 

rang, and he went outside to take the call. 

‘You mustn’t mind Miranda, Ciaran,’ proffered Colin, ‘she always kicks 

up in rehearsals.’ 

‘She’s really a lovely person,’ continued Sophie, ‘but always a bit 

stressed at the beginning of anything new.’ 

‘She doesn’t seem to like her part,’ grumbled Ciaran, ‘so why did she 

take it on?’ 

‘She’s a bit of a fixture at the Lyceum, because she can do so many roles 

in the classic repertoire,’ soothed Sophie. 

‘Middle class, fruity and versatile,’ retorted an unsoothed writer. 

‘Also, she’s married to the Chairman of the Board,’ added Colin with 

typical honesty. 

‘And she likes to mother young members of the company, male 

members,’ said Sophie with a grin, ‘so you’d better prepare for the 

breastfeeding option. Colin was her favourite son, but now he’s spoken 

for.’ 
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‘Jesus,’ sighed Ciaran. 

‘It’s not a virginal option, is it, Colin?’ 

Colin blushed to the roots of his bushy blond hair, but Peter’s return 

spared him further embarrassment. The Director bought a second round. 

‘That was Bob. Been trying to get me all day,’ confided Peter. 

‘What did he want?’ Colin queried. 

‘Some nonsense about the Council going Tory and we mustn’t make 

Ossian too political?’ 

‘Political? What’s that supposed to mean?’ moaned Ciaran. 

‘Well, it is Irish.’ 

‘But that’s the whole point, Sophie, its Scottish, as well as Irish,’ insisted 

Ciaran, ‘I’m Scottish.’ 

‘Yup,’ agreed Colin, ‘we’re a mongrel breed.’ 

‘No offence, guys, I’m here to learn, deprived private education and all 

that, but not everyone necessarily sees it that way,’ maintained Sophie. 

‘Sophie’s right,’ intervened Peter, ‘and that’s why we’re creating a new 

artistic level, leaving those clapped-out cultural stereotypes behind us.’ 

‘Is that what I’m doing?’ wondered Ciaran aloud. 

‘You are. Now must head, people to meet and so forth. See you at 

rehearsals tomorrow.’  

Peter was off. The remainers contemplated their drinks. Sophie broke the 

silence. 

‘You don’t ever get much from, Peter. It’s nothing personal, just the way 

he is.’ 

‘Right. But I need some kind of feedback to do my rewrites.’ 

‘He’ll give you a steer, Ciaran,’ reassured Colin. 

‘Like, “give her a few more lines, it’s a bit sparse”.’ 
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Suddenly and unpredictably, Sophie warmed to Ciaran. He was so caustic 

yet vulnerable with it. She and Colin were classic conformers, falling in 

with the dominant trend to avoid hassle. They were comfortable golden 

Labradors, while Ciaran was a wiry terrier, with bad attitude and a sense 

of humour. 

‘Don’t take him to heart. He doesn’t mean it that way,’ she ventured.  

‘Aye, do your own thing, Ciaran,’ enthused Colin, ‘we’re up for it.’ 

Ciaran rose on cue to secure a third round for his artistic soulmates. 

Eventually he went round to their Montague Street flat and spent a night 

on the sofa. 

§ 

By early evening Bob was on his way across the Meadows. He knew that 

Miranda would be socialising after rehearsals, and he had texted Penny. 

The level parks were filled with families enjoying the warmth. With his  

trimmed grey beard, tanned face and gold-rimmed spectacles, the 

Professor was unobtrusive and quietly distinguished. 

Behind him were the glass towers of Quartermile’s luxury flats, and 

ahead the phalanx of Marchmont’s more traditional stone fronted abodes. 

Penny had a spacious apartment with magnificent views onto the 

Meadows and the University. A product of her divorce settlement, 

presumed Bob, who had intimate knowledge of all his colleagues’ 

salaries. She shared it with two adolescents who seemed to live very 

independent lives. Bob and Miranda’s New Town house had cost a 

fortune, including all of her inheritance from Professor Dalloway, yet the 

streets always felt cold and windy, and you had to climb for half a mile to 

get any sort of outlook beyond other New Town houses. Admiring one 

another seemed to be the main point. 

Penny buzzed him up, and Bob felt a quiver of excitement as he climbed.  

‘Hello, lover of mine. Worn down are we by the day’s events? We’ll soon 

freshen you up. Wine’s in the fridge.’ 

Even after a full year, he found Penny’s frankness endearing and alluring. 

Short and sturdy, Penny’s whole frame had a bounce that reverberated 
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energy from her dark hair bob to her orange painted toenails. Bob, 

himself compact and muscular, always rose to the attraction. It was all 

such a relief. 

Afterwards they lay propped up in Penny’s ample bed, sipping sauvignon. 

‘I was at the National Theatre Board yesterday, all the usual stuff.’ 

Penny was the English Department’s drama specialist, which always gave 

Bob an uneasy twinge, since she knew more about the subject than him. 

‘But the gossip was all about your new play,’ Penny went on chattily, ‘I 

hadn’t realised the Lyceum was getting so front edgy. Was that why you 

appointed Peter?’ 

‘I appointed Peter because he was the best Scottish talent on offer. And if 

you mean Ossian, I can’t see what there is to gossip about.’ 

‘But, Bob, you’re taking a young writer from the fringe, and putting his 

work mainstage.’ 

‘It’s not me that’s doing that, it’s Peter and Kevin Moore at the Festival. I 

don’t run the artistic side, as you know, Penny. I haven’t even read the 

play.’ 

‘What about the politics side though? You’re on guard duty there, and all 

that Ossian stuff has form, big time.’ 

‘As I understand it, and I’m not long off the phone with Peter, the play- ’ 

‘So you are on the alert, I thought so, wily old Bob.’ 

‘The play is a wholly artistic treatment of the Irish and Scottish myths. 

And that’s the point - Irish and Scottish - shared influences.’ 

‘You’re certainly the expert on that stuff, Bob, you’ve lived it. You must 

see though that it looks like a new-old Celtic declaration, given the 

politics of Brexit.’ 

‘Isn’t that just a perception, a prejudice even?’ 

‘Could be, I suppose, or a statement of artistic value.’ 

‘Meaning?’ 
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‘The National Theatre team wouldn’t do it, for example. They want to 

focus on social change and gender issues, where contemporary theatre 

seems to be at its best. Scotland-Ireland - all that cultural identity stuff’s 

not their natural territory.’ 

‘Which leaves space for us to do our own thing, don’t you think? The 

National Theatre has no monopoly.’ 

‘Very true, Bob. You may have a glorious artistic triumph on your hands, 

or a mythic sized flop.’ 

‘Which is why, Penny, my very clever and well-formed love, I employed 

Peter Meldrum to calculate these choices. He has a good track record.’ 

‘And so do you, my love, so do you.’ 

By the time Bob got back onto the street, he was late and called a taxi. 

Hurrying into the house in Scotland Street, he anticipated odours of 

disapproval, but was surprised by Miranda’s effusive welcome. 

‘Robbie, darling, how lovely to see you. It’s been a wonderful day. 

Ciaran’s writing a whole new scene for me. We must have him round to 

dinner.  No time to cook today of course, but I popped some lasagnes into 

the oven.’ 

Which explained the smell of burning. 

§ 

‘Morning, everyone,’ intoned Peter, ‘and hi to Madge Drummond, who’s 

sitting in today to look at the storytelling side. I’d like to move on to the 

section that builds towards Grainnhe’s appearance.’ 

‘From page forty three,’ instructed Sheena as ASM. 

When Peter took his central seat, the high table had Ciaran to Peter’s left 

and Madge on the far right with Sheena in between. Tall with tumbling 

chestnut curls, the famed singer and storyteller made herself as low 

profile as she could. Ciaran’s posture at the other wing was also rather 

slumped, though for different reasons. 

It was the Finn and Diarmaid show again. 
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‘Ossian’s a grown man with his own sons,’ Colin began, ‘Time goes on, 

but his voice gets better, Finn.’ 

‘Aye, his mother’s voice was sweet and low.’ 

‘Sabha’s long gone, yet she left you a treasure.’ 

‘And an empty bed. None of them last.’ 

‘If there was a woman of choice?’ prompted Diarmaid. 

‘They say the High King has a grown daughter. They say she is the most 

beautiful woman in Ireland and Scotland.’ 

‘Grainnhe. These days kings show scant favour to the Fianna. They want 

to command their own war bands,’warned Diarmaid. 

‘All the more reason for an alliance.’ 

‘By marriage?’ 

‘You’re doubtful,’ challenged Finn. 

‘She’s young.’ 

It turned into rapid fire ping-pong. 

‘Pleasing.’ 

‘High handed.’ 

‘Free living like the Fianna.’ 

‘Wild to tame.’ 

‘For an old man.’ 

‘Age is not your problem, Finn.’ 

‘Then what is?’ 

‘There’s something gnawing at your innards.’ 

‘What woman’s talk is that?’ 

‘And the High King wants to curb your power.’ 
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‘He must be thwarted.’ 

‘Right,’ broke in Peter. ‘So this is the crux of the play, as I see it. A 

switch from Finn’s energy and physical power drive, with all his blokey 

mates, to an attempt to secure his political and sexual status. Everything 

that happens now arises from that change in his motivation.’ 

This was greeted with silence. It was the most Peter had said since the 

start of rehearsals, including the readthrough. Ossian with gender, the 

middle-aged male sort at least.  Ciaran wanted to add that the force of 

Grainnhe’s personality was also a factor, but there was no need as Sophie 

was about to demonstrate that for herself. His own stage direction set the 

scene: three chairs on upper level with the High King, Finn, Diarmaid 

standing behind, and one empty seat. 

‘The compensation’s agreed, Diarmaid tells me. And there will be no 

more raiding on my towns. Good.’ SM Bob Kerr briefly doubled as the 

High King. 

‘The matter of the marriage is now open,’ proclaimed Diarmaid. 

‘Grainnhe is the pride and joy of these halls,’ pronounced Bob Kerr. 

‘But you willna refuse Finn’s offer.’ Bob’s Scots kept breaking through. 

‘How could I refuse such an alliance? Yet Grainnhe’s no 

a....conventional...an ordinary young woman. She will hae her 

conditions.’ 

‘What conditions are those?’ 

‘Let Finn and Grainnhe talk together and come to their own 

understanding. Grainnhe will join us for three days of feasting.’ 

Faded jeans and flip-flops regardless, Sophie glided into the space like a 

lioness, as if she had been waiting there all along. Ciaran held his breath.  

She took up position in front of her chair and looked at each of the men in 

turn, finishing with Diarmaid. Then she returned her gaze to Finn. 

‘Finn, son of Cumhall, you are welcome in my father’s house.’ 

This was the crux, the centre, the turning point of Ciaran’s play. 
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‘My thanks. The poets do not lie when they name you the most beautiful 

woman in Scotland and Ireland,’ was Finn’s gambit. 

‘Poets are paid to mint words in exchange for gold,’ said Sophie 

dismissing the flattery. 

Then this from Colin: ‘Yet sometimes poets themselves mint pure gold.’ 

At break, Madge shot round the table to Ciaran. ‘It’s brilliant, very 

strong. Don’t let them water anything down, especially the mythic level.’ 

Meanwhile, Sym had headed Peter off on the way to coffee. ‘I’d like to 

be asked, Peter, if other views are going to be brought into rehearsal. I 

think I’m owed that as Assistant Director, at the least.’ 

‘Don’t worry, Sym, Madge will be quiet as a mouse.’ 

‘And we still haven’t discussed our overall approach.’ 

‘Time enough when we see how it’s panning out,’ dismissed Peter, 

resuming his path towards caffeine. 

‘It’s all over the place,’ hissed Sym to his retreating back.  

‘Ciaran, darling boy, can we have a little chat about my Muirne scene,’ 

purred Miranda, ‘the one that’s coming up.’ 

‘Colin, a word please,’ broached Roger. ‘It’s about our ages. Are you 

going to bulk up a bit for these scenes at court? We’re supposed to be 

about the same age.’ 

‘Ciaran says Diarmaid’s a bit younger. But I’m going to have grey streaks 

in the second half,’ offered Colin 

‘That will look distinguished,’ interjected Sophie,’ while keeping a 

weather eye on Ciaran, who was now half-obscured behind the billows of 

Miranda’s flowing dress. He would need to reach more coffee soon. 

§ 

On second Tuesdays of the month, Bob attended a networking lunch at 

the New Club. This involved the Chamber of Commerce, Arts and 

Business, some Investment Trust sponsors, Visit Edinburgh and 
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occasionally a Councillor or two. The lunch was often missed in July but 

went ahead this time without Councillors. 

‘The vote’s at a special meeting on Thursday,’ confirmed Willa, the 

Chamber’s CEO, ‘but apparently it’s a done deed. We’ll have a Tory 

administration before the Festival.’ 

‘What will that mean in terms of personnel?’ queried Frank Saunders 

from Arts and Business. 

‘They’ll let Donald MacKenzie continue as Lord Provost, for now 

anyway, but Brian Wilson will be the new Council Leader,’ briefed 

Willa. 

‘He’s their most capable operator. New Committee Chairs as well I 

suppose.’ 

‘I wonder who’ll get Culture? It’s not exactly their strong suit is it?’ 

worried Bob aloud. 

‘And awkward timing with the new Festivals Fund still to be approved,’ 

sympathised Willa. 

‘The Tories will still support the arts,’ affirmed Frank, ‘it’s an earner for 

Edinburgh, and everyone gets that nowadays.’ 

‘All that Scotland’s capital stuff might have to be toned down a bit in city 

promotion though,’ suggested Willa, whose national feeling was strictly 

measured by the balance sheet. 

Bob did not pick up on this as his mind was running through sponsorship 

options, in case the Festivals Fund was derailed. He must give Tom 

Tudor a ring when he got back from holiday. Tom’s contacts in the 

finance sector were unrivalled. 

‘Just as well, Bob, you’ve got a big Festival splash this year,’ Frank cut in 

on his thoughts. 

‘Yes, a success is definitely in order.’ 

‘A big success!’ agreed Willa, ‘raising her wine glass.’ 

‘How’s the production going?’ asked Frank. 
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‘Peter Meldrum’s got it all in hand. New scripts are usually a bit more 

challenging so he’s directing himself.’ 

‘But more exciting for the sponsors,’ enthused Frank, ‘and getting the 

airport on board was a real coup.’ 

‘As long as it goes well.’  

With this casual aside, Willa turned her attention to the dessert menu. It 

was the holidays after all, even though she was still working.  

‘I’ll phone Lynne at the Council and ask who might be in line for the 

Culture Chair,’ concluded Bob. 

‘It’ll be chaos in there,’ commented Frank. 

‘Can’t be much worse than normal,’ opined Willa, settling on a marron 

glacé. 

Bob excused himself on grounds of a Faculty meeting. He needed to 

contact Kevin Moore, with or without Peter. 

§ 

Miranda had insisted on Ciaran coming round for a ‘bite to eat’ after 

rehearsals. She was determined to get the bottom of this ‘mythic pulse’ 

that Madge Drummond was always going on about, and her part in it. 

Was she going to be a sort of Greek goddess? Ciaran had arranged to 

meet Sophie later, so he had some time in hand, and his stomach was at 

last coming round to the idea of food. 

The house seemed very grand - high white ceilings and gold framed 

paintings - but Miranda took him down some narrow stairs to a roomy 

kitchen. This was her favourite space in the house with its homely table, 

cooking range, and bright views onto a small garden. She opened the 

French windows to let the light and warm air wash in, and haphazardly 

distributed bread, cheese, olives and white wine, all from a voluminous 

fridge. 

Ciaran relaxed, tucking in as if he was back in his mother’s kitchen in 

Clydebank. Miranda poured the wine, took a generous swill, and then 

topped herself up. 
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‘It’s a wonderful piece, Ciaran, very exciting, and I do see where my 

goddesses fit in. It’s just how to play them. It would be lovely to run 

through this Muirne scene with you. She’s Finn’s mother of course, but 

she’s had to keep away from him all his life for his own protection. Why 

is that exactly?’ 

‘He’s caught between those two worlds - the older one of gods, myths, 

dreams, and the human world with its violence and power struggles. 

That’s how I was seeing it anyway. But the human world has its own 

beauty, and its own kind of love. Maybe Finn can’t be at home in either.’ 

‘So she’s anxious for him, as a mother.’ 

‘Aye, but she can’t intervene. He’s committed to the human world 

because she loved his father.’ 

‘Gosh, I see it now. That’s fantastic emotion I can tap into. Will you read 

the Mananan part for me? Who’s he by the way? I’m not very up on these 

stories.’ 

‘A sort of divine fixer, and a trickster. He’s ambivalent in every way, and 

he seems to be the Dark Druid’s controller as well.’ 

‘It’s like the gods in Greek drama. I’ve played Athena you know, Ciaran, 

and Aphrodite.’  

‘Will we take it from just after the Fools’ performance at the wedding 

feast?’ 

‘Yes, that would be perfect. You’re Mananan.’ 

‘And the Dark Druid as well. I’d better have a drink, first of the day.’  

It slipped down ok, and Ciaran cleared his throat, ready for the cue. 

Miranda swelled out to deliver her angry opening line. 

‘What game is this? You want to destroy my son.’ 

‘Druid: Finn is mortal too.’ 

‘He is my son.’ 

‘Druid: You never knew him as child or man.’ 
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‘I gave and kept him in life.’ 

‘Druid: For love of Cumhall. That was your weakness, and his.’ 

‘What do you know of love? Oh, this is good, Ciaran, I can feel that 

double pull, her passion for the younger human father, and her love for 

their son. She’s a very masterful, emotional woman.’ 

Ciaran ploughed on manfully without comment. 

‘Mananan: Enough. Gods should not quarrel like humans.’ 

‘Gods? Is that what we are? Skulking beneath the land like outlaws?’ 

Miranda had risen to her feet and was pacing round the kitchen like a 

predator denied its prey. 

‘Our time will come round once more,’ Mananan calmed. 

‘But Finn has only this time.’ 

‘I bear your son no malice, Muirne. But he has chosen his own path - a 

human claiming more than human powers. I have tried to warn him.’ 

Slight pause as Ciaran took another swallow of wine, and switched roles. 

‘Druid: My part is not over yet.’ 

‘You read so well for a writer. Please, Mananan, I beg you, help my son.’ 

‘I dance between the worlds. He must save himself in this one. 

Everything is in the balance where it all began.’ 

‘What can I do? That’s a cry of heartfelt pain, isn’t it, Ciaran?’ 

Mananan soldiered on. ‘Nothing. The foolery of this wedding is over and 

we must go back to where we belong. Your tears will finish soon, one 

way or the other.’ 

‘And he takes her by the hand,’ chanted Miranda, raising Ciaran also to 

his feet, ‘and leads her off courteous and dignified. Oh yes, I have her 

now,’ cried Muirne joyfully, throwing her arms round the overwhelmed 

and partly smothered author. He felt her breasts crushing his chest and 

struggled to extricate himself. She bestowed a full moist kiss which 
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Ciaran could not avoid sharing. Then he pulled himself out and sat down 

heavily.  

Miranda sat down too and grasped both of his hands. 

‘It’s going to be a triumph, you clever boy. I feel it in my waters. I do 

have that mythic wobble now deep down, and that’s what makes this 

show different. How did you manage it, darling?’ 

‘It’s not me, Miranda,’ muttered Ciaran, ‘it’s in the stories and I just have 

to bring it out without losing the human motivations. Yes, the Greeks do 

it, but that’s different. Some sort of Celtic consciousness if you like, as 

Joyce evokes, fully modern. What makes Scotland different, and Ireland.’ 

‘Joyce?’ 

‘James Joyce.’ 

‘Oh, of course, him. I’ve never got this Celtic vibe before. I don’t do the 

Irish classics usually. But I’m going to change that from now on. This is 

new and fresh, Ciaran. I feel reborn in my art and in my soul.’ 

‘Let’s drink to that, Miranda,’ replied Ciaran, breaking free to grasp hold 

of the wine bottle. 

‘To James Joyce and the Celts!’ 

‘No dear heart, to Ciaran O’Donnell and Ossian!’  

Bob came home later to what felt like an abandoned house. He descended 

to the kitchen where Miranda was sitting at the table in a last glimmer of 

the garden’s sunset, dry eyed. 

‘Ciaran was here,’ she said, pointing to a second wine bottle, ‘you should 

have come to meet him.’ 

‘Difficult, as I didn’t know he was coming.’ 

‘He’s actually a brilliant writer, Robbie. He understands the female 

psyche, and its depths, Celtic depths. He’s a fount..fount-ain of....well 

inspiring, like Joyce, the male one. It’s an out-pouring of Celtic 

consciousness - with a hard ‘C’, Keltic, is it not?’ 
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An odd foreboding crept through Bob, standing in his own kitchen in the 

dark. 

‘I’d better make some cheese on toast. You look like you need an early 

night.’ 

Miranda lowered her head and spoke distinctly into the last dregs of light. 

‘I want you to make love to me, Bob, like you used to do.’ 

He put a hand onto her shoulder and squeezed gently. Then he switched 

on the cooker hob. 

‘Let’s have something to eat and go to bed. Tomorrow’s another day.’ 

§ 

Peter had arranged to have an early evening pizza with Sally Beaumont 

and Angie Fry. He knew about their weekly soirées with his ever-critical 

colleague Janis, but she was on holiday, leaving an opening for him to 

sound them out. 

‘What’s the gossip then about this year’s Festival?’ 

‘Pretty safe,’ summarised Angie, ‘with a few nods to popular music. The 

drama side might turn out to be the big news.’ 

‘Everyone’s agog about Ossian, Peter.’ 

‘Agog, as in what madness is this?’ 

‘Of course not,’ laughed Sally, ‘it’s everything we need creatively - artist 

led, innovative, Scottish and international, and on our mainstage. What 

more could anyone ask?’ 

‘You are taking a risk though,’ counselled Angie, ‘Scottish productions at 

the Festival have a designated graveyard. The bigger they are, the further 

they fall.’ 

‘That’s it, Angie. I think I’m on track though. The script’s full of good 

writing.’ 

‘He is an exceptional young talent,’ asserted Sally. 

‘Established talent,’ agreed Angie, ‘but not in large-scale theatre.’ 
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‘I’ve got an outstanding cast.’ 

‘But?’ 

‘You know how it is with a new piece - will it come out right in the final 

mix?’ 

‘Isn’t that your job, Peter?’ quizzed Sally. 

‘I don’t do magic,’ countered Peter, ‘I’m the trial and error sort.’ 

‘If it goes wrong, you’ll get double assault and battery for nationalism. 

You know the Tories are about to take over Edinburgh Council?’ warned 

Angie. 

‘Christ!’ exclaimed Sally, ‘how did that happen?’ 

‘I heard, but it’s not a nationalist piece, Angie, it’s about the art, the 

mythology, the world view,’ argued Peter. 

‘Ciaran’s a raving Indie, almost foaming at the mouth.’ 

‘But not in this show. Not relevant,’ insisted Peter. 

‘Try telling that to the Daily Telegraph. Celtic epic flops...Nationalist 

banana skin trips up Edinburgh Festival.’ 

Angie was enjoying herself. 

‘Jesus, does everything have to be so political?’ moaned Sally. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I can pull this off, but I need some good atmosphere around the project. 

Can we do an interview, Angie? And what about Creative Scotland 

putting out something about Ciaran?’ 

‘I’ll try,’ said Sally, ‘but I’m not sure it’s going to help at this juncture.’ 

‘How come?’ queried Peter. 

‘Jen’s about to resign.’ 

‘Fuck.’ 
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‘It’s been impossible for her since the funding awards dive-bombed, and 

she just can’t face this Parliament enquiry.’   

‘She’s been on borrowed time,’ sighed Angie, ‘meditating yet another 

Creative Scotland CEO obituary. 

‘What’ll happen next? Creative Scotland itself might be in the firing line. 

Who knows where this Parliament thing could go. The sector will need to 

rally round, Peter, or we’ll be in the hands of the Philistines,’ quavered 

Sally. 

‘I’ll get some e-mails round,’ rallied Peter dutifully, ‘and prime a few 

responses before this breaks. How about the bathwater-not-the-baby line, 

Angie?’ 

‘If anyone’s interested. Public appetite for this Panto’s gone from low to 

zero.’ 

‘Maybe that’s our best hope,’ conceded Peter morosely, ‘nobody actually 

cares, so we can still just about get off with another internal re-

organisation.’ 

‘Sector led.’ 

‘Of course, Sally.’ 

‘God preserve us from the public, or the politicians,’ wailed Sally. 

‘And don’t forget I need some help to float Ossian. The last thing we can 

afford right now is another shipwreck.’ 

§ 

Colin had taken responsibility for settling Kim and Phil, now cast 

nicknamed Aussie and Nyaff, into company routine. So he was spending 

time at the Allan Ramsay introducing them to theatrical regulars and 

some of the pub extras. Sophie had called off in favour of meeting-up 

with Ciaran to talk through her role in the play. She suggested 

Whigham’s in the west end, where they could be sure of not bumping into 

other thesps. For some reason she had told Colin she needed an evening 

to herself.    
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Sophie arrived first and took possession of one of Whigham’s 

atmospheric recesses in the cavernous vaults beneath Charlotte Square. A 

few minute later Ciaran arrived by the front entrance and stood looking 

round. Wiry, dark-haired with bushy eyebrows, bony jaw, and a bright 

green T-shirt, the playwright was not a typical west-ender. He spotted 

Sophie in her lair and as he came over, she rose, leaning down to give 

him a light kiss on the cheek. 

‘How was the Miranda session?’ 

‘Don’t ask,’ groaned Ciaran. ‘What do you want to drink?’ 

‘They’ll come over.’ 

‘Fair enough. She’s got in touch with her mythic depths.’ 

‘I’d rather not pry, please.’ 

‘Aye, well, I got out alive.’ 

The waitress came over and they ordered beers. Ciaran decided against 

any more olives and cheese. 

‘Are you ok with rehearsals?’ asked Sophie getting down to business. 

‘I think so, but I can’t read where Peter’s going next. Sometimes it just 

feels like suck-it-and-see. Then he dishes me out an e-mail with a list of 

re-writes. One came in an hour ago. I’ll be up all night.’ 

‘The scenes are playing really well.’ 

‘Most of them, so far.’ 

‘Apparently we’ve got Sym for rehearsals tomorrow. Peter’s meeting the 

Festival production team.’ 

‘Scary. He’s onto lights, music, sound, while I’m doing re-writes.’ 

‘There’s another two weeks. We’ll be fine.’ 

‘Aye, suppose. You’re helping me through this, Sophie. And your 

Grainnhe’s spectacular.’ 

He reached over and pressed her hand briefly. 
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‘Thanks, Ciaran. If I’ve learnt anything since getting into this business, 

it’s that friendship is like gold dust.’ 

‘Well you’re a true pal.’ 

‘We need each other. But I’m not sure if I’m really reaching Grainnhe, 

beyond the glam and seduction.’ 

‘Don’t tone that down.’ 

‘Ok, I won’t,’ laughed Sophie, ‘but who is she actually, in herself?’ 

‘That’s the poser with these big characters, all larger than life. But 

Grainnhe’s like the others - she lives by her emotions. In her case, its 

pride and a desire to be free. A woman equal to any man. Glam’s the least 

of her. Tap into that and we can’t go wrong.’ 

‘I can see that in the writing.’ 

‘But?’ 

‘Maybe it’s me that doesn’t get there.’ 

‘How come?’ 

‘Because I’m just a paste-up of looks and talent.’ 

‘Come on, Sophie, you’re the most genuine person I’ve ever met, and the 

nicest.’ 

‘For Grainnhe?’ 

‘Well she’s got other attractions.’ 

‘I’m being serious here, Ciaran.’ 

‘Ok, so I’m serious too. I think it’s in the language. That’s where the 

problems lie for both of us.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘These stories, the real ones about Finn, Grainnhe and Ossian- ’ 

‘The ones Madge talks about?’ 



32 

 

‘Aye, they were told in Gaelic or Irish or even Scots. English doesn’t 

quite fit.’ 

‘We can’t do it in Gaelic, Ciaran - hardly anyone speaks it, despite all 

these signs in the station. We don’t want them in the theatre.’ 

‘Right. So, I have to use a kind of neutral lingo, halfway between 

translationese and spoken English. I’m making it as flexible as I can for 

all the voices. But I want something more specific, connected, expressive, 

yet I can’t get that. I don’t speak English the way I have to hear it spoken, 

in this production.’ 

‘But I do.’ 

‘You sound natural in standard English.’ 

‘Middle-class. Public school.’ 

‘It’s not a class thing, honestly it’s not. It’s about a whole culture - a way 

of thinking and feeling.’ 

‘Perhaps we can break through to that, in this play. Isn’t that what theatre 

is for, as art? Realising something dreamed, imagined, not yet existing.’ 

‘Jesus, Sophie, you’re right. That’s so fucking beautiful.’ 

‘We’re artists. That’s why I joined Peter’s company when he asked me. 

Because he wants to experiment, not just trot out the same old formulas. 

But we need the words, Ciaran, your words.’ 

‘That means so much to me. You’re giving me hope.’ 

‘We can do it.’ 

Their hands were intertwined across the table, their eyes joined in mutual 

understanding. Partners through the passion of art. 

Meanwhile, it had turned into a long session at the Allan Ramsay. The 

mechanicals took Phil Nyaff to their rude bosoms, due to his scabrous 

humour and bottomless capacity for cocktails. Colin had found himself in 

a corner with Kim Aussie snogging like a teenager at the High School 

disco. 
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What had brought that on? The resonant Australian twang, the muscled 

suntan, or the ambiguity of her male female look? Probably it was a  

blowback from the Ossian rehearsals, where tensions seemed to be rising. 

By the time Colin was weaving his way across the Meadows, Ciaran was 

speed walking ecstatically down the Bridges from Montague Street to 

catch the last train for Glasgow. 

§ 

‘Different scenes today, children. Time to sharpen it all up.’ 

Sym Douglas-Hamilton presided from the Director’s table like an 

Inquisitor. His  lofty brow, narrow face and aquiline nose suggested an 

austere cleric, but the mouth was fleshy, the chin slack, and the creed 

sensual.  His long grey hair was swept back in a leather thong for the 

Dark Druid. 

‘Page forty-one please,’ instructed Sheena. 

‘Yes, Diarmaid and Grainnhe after the wedding. Not their wedding of 

course. I think this needs to be more sexy, Sophie, please darling. 

Grainnhe should be seductive but downright dangerous too. It’s her 

obsession with him, her need to claim him, that brings down the whole 

house of cards.’ 

Sophie looked towards Ciaran who was staring fixedly at the script in 

front of him, as if for the first time. She knew better than to start an 

argument with Sym at this point in the day. 

‘Did you enjoy my bridal, Diarmaid?’ 

Colin came in with the ease that he wore so naturally. They were off in 

tandem. 

‘It has been a day of high honour for the Fianna.’ 

‘And for me?’ 

‘Finn, son of Cumhall, has the greatest name in Scotland and Ireland.’ 

‘After the High King.’ 

‘Kings come and kings go.’ 
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‘Yet Finn himself is getting old. Like my father. First I am bound to one 

and then the other. Is that how you think a woman’s life should be lived? 

‘You are of royal blood.’ 

‘I want to be free of all this, to hunt and roam.’ 

‘That is the life of the Fianna. Would you be a warrior? 

‘I want to wake beneath the boughs, bathe in fresh streams, and eat by an 

open fire. I want to hear the cuckoo on the moor, the hounds on the hill, 

and herons by the loch. That is the way my spirit breathes, not choked in 

smoky halls tending to the needs of toothless men. Sorry,’ she stopped, ‘I 

want to move further away on this speech, Sym, and find some space is 

that ok? It feels like quite a big statement, not a confidence to Diarmaid.’ 

‘Circle round him, Sophie, and then move back in for the kill. Like a 

snake. Colin, take it from the next speech.’ 

‘Then your life may be unhappy, Grainnhe. It is hard to go against 

custom and order.’ 

‘But what of nature, Diarmaid, yours and mine?’ 

‘Mine?’ 

‘Yes. I thought you were made for the delight of women. Is there not a 

love spot on your brow beneath these curling locks? And any woman who 

looks at it must fall helplessly into desire.’ 

‘That’s the ticket, Sophie, touch his hair, but, Colin, lovey, you need to 

look a bit more interested. She’s wrapping you round her anatomy.’ 

‘I thought I wasn’t cottoning on for now - mister loyal and stolid?’ 

‘Well, if we want a stolid show that’ll be just fine. But you’re beginning 

to burn for her here, in my show. Maybe you always have. Just tap into 

your natural lusts, there’s a chap.’ 

‘Ok dokey.’ Colin reassumed position. ‘These are just stories people tell.’ 

‘We’re not in a story now, Diarmaid.’ 
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Sophie came in and brought her face close to Colin’s. They were a well-

matched pair. Colin held this intimacy through a beat of pregnant silence, 

and then stepped away. 

‘Don’t, Grainnhe. I cannot dishonour Finn.’ 

Sophie stepped after him, pressing her claim with urgency, anger even. 

‘You cannot refuse a woman in need or distress. I am such a woman and I 

put you under oath to take me away from this prison to where I can be 

free, like you.’ 

‘There is no such place, except in your imagination.’ 

‘He’s trying to fend her off, but he can’t,’ urged Sym, ‘here comes the 

killer line!’  

‘Then make it for me, Diarmaid, make it for me, as a man, and a Fianna.’ 

‘Let me be.’ 

‘At first light, Diarmaid, by the western gate. Or I shall leave alone, and 

disgrace your name and Finn’s. What will be the future of the Fianna 

then?’ 

‘Yes,’ pronounced Sym, ‘that’s it, and that’s what this whole play needs. 

Vivid contrasts. Technicolour. We have to push these characters out 

more. Let’s skip on now to another seduction, quite different. I’ll need, 

Phil and Kim for this, and Roger as well, and then Miranda as Muirne.’ 

‘What’s he up to?’ muttered Sophie as they sat back down. 

‘Being Sym,’ responded Colin shortly. 

‘He can’t change the whole production.’ 

‘Right,’ ruled Sheena, ‘page sixty-three, from, “Ossian:  I have waited so 

long but the time has come. Golden hair, and eyes as blue as a morning 

sea etc. I must meet her on the strand.” Finn replies to Ossian.’ 

‘Darkness is falling, my son,’ picked up Roger. 
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‘We can travel by night, responded Ossian on cue, ‘As the sun rises, she 

will come galloping along the sands on a white horse shod in gold. Her 

neck will arch like a breaking wave, like a swan rising from the loch.’ 

‘Ossian, stop, come back!’ 

‘Sheena,’ snapped Sym, ‘scene change.’ 

‘Sounds of sea and surf, and thundering of hooves,’ obliged Sheena, 

‘lights come up on old woman gathering whelks. Niamh enters.’ 

‘This is the shore as I dreamt it. Landfall of the strangers but it is not 

strange to me. Good morning, lady.’ 

Phil spoke Niamh’s lines in an off-key falsetto, lending them a weird 

compulsion. 

‘Good enough for gathering whelks and clams, and whatever else the tide 

has washed in,’ chimed Muirne in reply. 

‘More Irish, please, Miranda, you’re the classic crone on the shore here.’ 

‘I’m Finn’s mother, the goddess, Sym,’ bridled Muirne. 

‘But disguised at this moment as a John Millington Synge shawlie, 

dearest. You can be regal again later, dearest.’ 

Miranda adopted an Irish brogue with commendable restraint. ‘Good 

enough for gathering whelks and clams, and whatever else the tide has 

washed in.’ 

‘Have you heard of Diarmaid, champion of the Fianna?’ asked Niamh. 

‘Aye. What’s he to you?’ 

‘A long time ago he saved my mother’s life by bringing her a cup of 

healing.’ 

‘Is that it? At least you’re not wanting to look at his love spot like all the 

other hussies,’spat Muirne. 

Miranda was warming to this approach. 

‘No, I have come for something else.’ 
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‘Just as well, for they’re building Diarmaid’s funeral pyre today.’ 

 ‘I want to find Ossian, son of Finn,’ persisted Niamh. 

‘Excellent, that’s the link,’ came in Sym, ‘we’ll skip on now to Niamh 

and Ossian. Kim, please.’ 

‘Sym,’ interrupted Ciaran’s Clydebank accent discordantly, ‘it’s 

supposed to be as much Scottish as Irish.’ 

There was another ominous pause, as the regulars waited nervously for 

Sym’s reaction. But it came more like a bayonet than rocket-fire. 

‘Thankyou, Ciaran, when I want a re-write I’ll ask. Roger, dear heart, 

please.’  

‘What is your name, lady, and where do you come from?’ Roger picked 

up as Finn. 

‘My country lies far out in the western ocean. I am Niamh, daughter of 

the king of Tir-nan-Og,’ 

Now Ossian was heard for the first time in this twosome. How would 

he/she pitch the tone against Phil’s falsetto? Colin leaned forward in his 

chair. 

‘Niamh of the golden hair,’ concluded Kim. 

It was a rich sun-kissed baritone. 

‘What brings you so far from home?’ broke in Finn. 

Roger was sounding more Oirish with every line. 

‘My love for your son,’ piped Phil’s falsetto. 

‘Ossian leaves his father and comes down to Niamh,’ Sheena intoned. 

‘Come with me, Ossian, to the land of the ever young. There is no 

sorrow, pain or death. The trees blossom and bear fruit every month of 

the year.’ Kim vamped it up to the full. ‘A hundred harpers will delight 

your ear, and I will be your true love.’ 
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In reply, picking up on Sym’s previous direction, Ossian began to wrap 

himself round Niamh’s willowy frame, allowing her voice tone to sink 

deeper and lower with every enfolding twist. 

‘Forget everything except that, Niamh. I have known you since my 

mother Sabha bathed me in the forest pools.’ 

‘Better, much better,’ trumpeted Sym, cutting across Roger’s next line. 

‘Don’t go, my son,’ persisted Roger, ‘If you want a woman you can have 

the pick of Alba and Eireann.’ 

‘Niamh is my choice before all the women of the world,’ chirruped Phil. 

‘Ossian, Ossian. You have your mother’s spirit - ’ 

‘Despair, Roger, heartbreak and despair,’ implored Sym. 

‘It’s coming, never fear. Not the voice of your friends or your music or 

the call of the hounds can hold you. Not a father’s love.’ 

Sheena ploughed on deadpan. ‘Ossian and Niamh take hands and climb 

back up into light and sounds of the sea. Finn sinks to his knees as they 

pass. Sounds and light begin to fade.’ 

‘I shall never see him again. Faster than the wind, their horses leave no 

mark, no sign on the sand. No mark.’Roger fell to his knees and began to 

cry, voluminously if not uncontrollably. 

Sheena ignored him. ‘Muirne steps out, looks at him and then turns away, 

bent as an old woman with her creel.’  

Miranda put extended effort into not quite tearing herself away, till Sym 

cut in again. 

‘Right, that’s it. Tea break.’ 

As the noise level climbed, Sophie wove her way towards the coffee. In 

passing she noticed Colin’s beeline for Kim, and Ciaran’s downward 

stare.   

§ 
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Peter and Kevin agreed to go for a drink at Whigham’s, where they could 

depend on not bumping into anyone from the arts scene. This was a 

watering hole for the financial community and Kevin had been there a 

few times with Tom Tudor making useful sponsorship contacts. Also 

Whigham’s gloomy recesses offered a good location for discreet 

conversation.  

Peter’s day had been clogged with production meetings and technical 

schedules; he was ready to unbend in congenial company. 

‘Ossian’s an unpredictable beast. One day I think I’ve got it tamed, and 

the next it’s broken out again into the wild.’ 

‘Isn’t that what those stories are about? We had to do them at school in 

Irish.’ 

‘I can’t find a through line.’ 

‘Bob Smith seems a bit anxious. He phoned my Chair to assure him it 

wasn’t a political piece.’ 

‘Yeh, Professor Bob’s jittery. I’ve told him repeatedly there’s nothing 

political in it.’ 

‘Except identifying with Ireland at this moment.’ 

‘You see that as problematic?’ 

‘Not at all - it’s a cultural connection. Besides a little controversy does no 

harm. Gets some coverage beyond the shrinking arts pages.’ 

‘God, Kevin, don’t tell Bob that. He’ll have a hernia.’ 

‘I won’t be speaking to Bob, Peter. Ossian’s an artistic partnership. I 

want to be clear about that. It’s between you and me.’ 

‘I’ll drink to that.’ 

They clinked glasses and drank. 

‘So, when do you think it’ll be cracked?’ 

‘Soon. I have to go one way or another, and I’m close to deciding.’ 

‘Double Dutch to me, Peter.’ 



40 

 

‘What’s more important for the Festival, Kevin, critical acclaim or bums 

on seats?’ 

‘Both, naturally. But so long as it’s not a complete critical bummer, I 

need the seats. That’s why you’re in the Assembly Hall. Our grants have 

been eroded year on year, so box-office is priority there.’ 

‘That’s helpful, because I reckon there’s two very different ways to dress 

the mutton.’ 

‘What’s the writer’s view on that?’ 

‘Ciaran’s a smart boy, but he’ll have to live with the outcome either way.’ 

‘He wants the artistic laurels.’ 

‘Definitely, though he might end up with a crown of thorns.’ 

‘Ouch. That’s a bit extreme.’ 

‘Artists are supposed to suffer, especially young ones.’ 

‘I’m trusting you, Peter, to make the right choices. Our job’s to make sure 

the show is delivered smoothly to your requirements.’ 

‘That’s appreciated. It’s been a useful day of venue meetings.’ 

‘Who’s been doing the rehearsals?’ 

‘Sym.’ 

‘Not the Impaler?’ 

‘The very one. Sym can be obnoxious - correction, is usually obnoxious - 

but he has his uses.’ 

‘I’m not asking.’ 

‘And I’m not telling. Time for another?’  

‘Why not?’ 

Kevin waved the waitress over, still wondering what Sym Douglas-

Hamilton would be required to inflict on Ossian and its author. Peter 

spent most of the night wondering the same thing, while ignoring a string 

of increasingly fractious texts from Ciaran O’Donnell. 
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§ 

The time had come to act. After a weekend of Miranda’s ambivalent 

Ossianic ramblings, capped by Penny’s announcement that she was in 

Oxford ‘to catch up with an old friend’, Bob was psyched up and ready to 

go. 

Choosing his ground carefully, the Chairman requested an early meeting 

in Peter’s office at the theatre. Peter was there for 8.30am in advance of 

rehearsals, and the coffee machine was on.     

‘Sorry about the timing, but I know you’ve got rehearsals.’ 

‘Not a problem, Bob. What’s on your mind? Ossian, I suppose?’ 

‘What else? Everyone’s got a view on Ossian.’ 

‘Before it even opens.’ 

‘If it opens, Peter.’ 

‘Really.’ 

‘Yes, really. I want you to step aside from rehearsals, Peter, in the wider 

interest of the company.’ 

‘And give Sym his head?’ 

‘Exactly. I believe he has the knowhow to pull this production back from 

the brink.’ 

‘And what’s the basis of that assessment? Hardly a Chair’s competence, I 

would have thought.’ 

‘Not in normal circumstances. But this isn’t normal; it’s high-risk.’ 

‘So Sym’s shared his master plan for my production with you?’ 

Bob knew this would be contentious, so he had prepared a formula to 

cover his underhand contacts with the Assistant Director, who was in any 

case hardly famed for reticence.  

‘No, not directly, but as you know I can’t help hearing the backchat. And 

in any case Sym’s hardly famed for his reticence.’ 
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‘Sym and Miranda? Not quite the entente cordiale.’ 

Bob had started to quiver with the peevish discomfort which any threat to 

his authority induced. Peter could read the signs. 

‘But you can relax, as I’ve already put Sym in charge of Ossian. I’m 

stepping back from rehearsals today.’ 

‘How long’s left?’ 

‘Four days before the techs. Time enough for Sym to have his wicked 

way.’ 

‘I’m surprised, I really am, Peter.’ 

‘Surprised by my objectivity? I can’t deliver the script as written, so we 

have to take alternative measures. It’s a second best but better than 

outright failure. I put too much faith in Ciaran’s aspirations. Sym will 

bring those back to ground level.’ 

‘And the fallout?’ 

‘Outrage, ruffled feathers, what’s new? If you don’t back my authority, 

I’ll resign.’ 

‘Why would I undermine you?’ 

‘I thought that’s what you came here to do?’ 

‘You’ve taken the right decision. There’s no need now for me to get 

involved.’ 

‘Well that’s something.’ 

‘You must admit I had cause for concern.’ 

‘There’s always cause for concern in this business.’ 

‘But not always so high profile.’ 

‘We’ll cope, Bob. Coffee?’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘I’d be grateful if the cast had no advance warning.’ 
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‘Don’t worry on that account. When it comes to Ossian Miranda and I are 

on different pages.’ 

‘I know the feeling. I could be shedding a few friendships this week 

myself.’ 

‘Needs must.’ 

‘The Festival wants bums on seats, Bob, so we have to deliver, by one 

means or another.’ 

‘You have my full support.’ 

‘Despite the aesthetic compromise?’ 

‘There’s an art in compromise, Peter. You practice it more the older you 

get.’ 

§ 

The last week of acting rehearsals began with Monday morning lassitude. 

Peter announced a run through of the second part so far. This, from 

Ciaran’s perspective, was the final dramatic build. Finn had tracked down 

the runaways. Sym, he saw with relief, was safely back on the touchline, 

with Peter and Madge on either flank. 

The thing began peaceably enough, but it soon became clear that Finn 

was out for revenge against his lifelong companion, Diarmaid.  

‘The stars are out, cold and clear. We can make an early start.’ 

‘There are plenty of deer on the lower slopes, Finn.’ 

‘You and Grainnhe have not gone hungry. But I was wondering about 

other prey, Diarmaid.’ 

‘Start the winter hares - the dogs will love that.’ 

‘Ben Gulben harbours quarry of a different mettle.’ 

‘I know of only one other warrior on this mountain.’ 

‘The wild Boar of Gulben.’ 

‘He is my sign, Finn, my ancestor. You know I cannot hunt the boar.’ 
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‘You fear the beast, Diarmaid.’ 

‘I fear neither beast nor man.’ 

‘Then let tomorrow show your courage. You have already broken custom 

and law.’ 

Colin seemed to be tapping into some emotional depth now, beyond his 

normal insouciance. 

‘You have not come for peace, have you, Finn, but to take Grainnhe back, 

whatever the cost. Grainnhe must return to your hall, a conquered 

woman. Nothing else will serve. What if she returns of her own free 

will?’ 

‘And shame me a second time? Will you hunt with me tomorrow?’ 

‘I cannot leave you to hunt on Gulben alone, Finn.’ 

Grainnhe meantime was showing no sign of anxiety about her on-stage 

fate. Sophie appeared drawn and distracted, while some comic business 

ensued around dogs and middle-aged Fianna toiling to keep up. Sheena 

then picked up the narrative. 

‘Finn leaves  the others behind. Sound of dogs howling on higher slopes. 

Wind blowing. Caolte appears on higher level with Ossian and Diarmaid, 

then Finn enters.’ 

‘Sceolan, Bran. Come by!’ 

‘They can’t, Finn. The dogs are wounded. They stood their ground and 

paid the price.’ 

‘The Boar of Gulben?’ 

‘Dead. There’s the skin.’ 

Sheena came in again but in her acting part - the athletic Caolte. ‘No-one 

else could have done this. It dragged him round the crag, spears bounced 

off the hide. Diarmaid’s dagger broke but he buried the hilt in its skull.’ 

‘Are you wounded, Diarmaid?’ 

‘Not like Bran and Sceolan.’ 
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‘The wild Boar of Gulben has been conquered by Diarmaid!’ shouted 

Ossian. 

‘But is that the beast? How long is it, snout to tail? Pace it, Diarmaid, so 

we can be sure the victory is yours,’ insinuated Finn. 

‘One, two, three, four.’ 

Suddenly, Ossian intervenes. 

‘Watch the spines, they’re poisoned.’ 

‘Five, six, seven.’ 

And Caolte.  

‘Take care, old friend, those spikes are deadly.’ 

‘Eight, nine, ten, eleven -’ 

‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ cried Ossian. 

‘I felt something enter my foot.’ 

‘Diarmaid!’ 

‘Twelve, thirteen, fourteen... fifteen.’ 

‘Enough, the Boar is slain.’ 

‘Sixteen, seventeen....’ 

‘He’s – the venom.’ 

‘Help him!’ 

‘Where are the women of Ireland now? What do you need, Diarmaid?’ 

‘A cup of water from your hands, Finn.’ 

And so the great treachery is played out. Three times Finn cups his hands 

to bring water from the well. Twice, remembering his betrayal at 

Diarmaid’s hands, he lets the precious water spill. On his third attempt 

the cup of water holds. But Diarmaid is already dead.  

There was silence in the rehearsal room.  
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‘Finn lets the water fall from his hands to the ground,’ read Sheena 

tentatively. 

‘He’s gone from us,’ whispered Ossian. 

‘Grainne enters from below and takes in the scene. Advancing to 

Diarmaid’s body, she looks down, then at Finn, and with a keening cry 

throws herself beside the corpse. Her cries mingle with the renewed 

howling of the hounds.’ 

‘Not sure I can get to that from cold, Peter,’ said Sophie flatly. 

‘We’ll take a break. It’s all coming on well.’ 

When they re-convened after the coffee break, Peter stood by the table 

instead of taking his seat. He cleared his throat to attract attention. 

‘Couple of announcements. This is my last rehearsal session. Sym will 

take over for the final week from this afternoon. I’ll be focussing on the 

production days next week. Also, we’ll go a day late into the tech runs, as 

we’ll be making some changes to pull things together overall. If we can 

just run it to the end for now. Thanks, everyone.’ 

If Diarmaid’s death had induced silence, the reaction to Peter’s words 

plumbed oceanic depths. 

‘Page seventy- two,’ intruded Sheena’s voice. 

The actors got to the end of the play like automatons. Was it a coup, an 

assassination, or an abdication? A change of director was unheard of at 

this stage of the game apart from death or serious injury. Who had 

betrayed whom? And what did ‘further changes’ mean for a cast already 

on the final lap? 

When lunch was called, discipline broke before a torrent of questions and 

argument. Peter made for the door, but Madge and then Ciaran were there 

before him. 

‘What’s it about? What’s wrong with everything we’ve been doing for 

three weeks, Peter?’ 

A shrug. 
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‘You can’t hand my fucking play over to that wanker.’ 

‘You’re out of order, Ciaran.’ 

‘It’s my play.’ 

‘I think you’ll find you’ve contracted it to us to produce.’ 

‘Who’s got at you?’ demanded Madge. 

‘I make my own decisions, Madge. I thought that might have sunk in by 

now.’ 

With which he stalked out, if someone so short could stalk. 

Sym remained in his chair, surveying the surrounding chaos with grim 

pleasure.  

§ 

Normal arrangements at the pub were suspended. Everyone was pressed 

round two tables in the centre of the Allan Ramsay. 

‘We need to hold a company meeting and demand an explanation,’ 

harangued Sophie. Her earlier pallor was replaced with flushed outrage. 

‘And if it’s not forthcoming we should walk.’ 

‘An explanation from whom though?’ objected Roger, ‘Peter’s the 

Company Director.’ 

‘From the Chairman, then.’ 

‘Yes, yes, Sophie, Robert will be involved in this, mark my words. He’s a 

schemer,’ seconded Miranda. 

‘Steady on, darling, I know you don’t always see eye-to-eye but old Bob 

is your husband,’ restrained Roger decently. 

‘Things can change,’ pronounced the wronged wife. 

‘What do you pair think?’ Colin asked Kim and Phil, ‘who had kept out 

of the argument so far. 

Kim looked at Phil and then as if by agreement said quietly, ‘we’re for 

Sym. It’s down to him we’re here at all; he directed us in a musical in 
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London last autumn. Sym’s got what it takes to make this show a 

success.’ 

‘Which is presumably what Peter’s decided too,’ observed Roger. 

‘Or he’s been deposed against his will,’ fumed Miranda. 

‘What about Ciaran in all this?’ demanded Sophie, ‘what’s wrong with 

the play as written? That’s what we’ve been doing perfectly well, haven’t 

we?’ 

‘I like Ciaran,’ piped up Phil. ‘he is cute, as Miranda said from the start, 

but he’s a writer. This is theatre, and you can’t depend on writers in 

showbiz.’ 

‘Shakespeare’s unreliable?’ countered Miranda.  

‘He was an actor as well, darling.’ 

‘Oscar Wilde?’ 

‘A complete poseur, like me, so exceptional.’ 

‘Bob, what do you think,’ asked Colin. 

‘Ah think the music’ll make a big improvement,’ growled Kerr.  

‘Music! What music?’ cried everyone on cue. 

‘Aye,’ continued Kerr phlegmatically, ‘it’s in the new tech notes they 

gave Sheena. What is it - fiddle, flute, those round drum things?’ 

‘Bodhran,’ supplied Sheena. 

‘Aye, bodhran and bagpipes.’ 

‘Bagpipes!’ squealed Sophie. 

‘No thae big ones, Sophie, the wee ones in the crook o yerairm.’ 

‘Uilleann pipes,’ confirmed Sheena. 

‘Well, well, so we are going Oirish,’ commented Roger, ‘and folkie but 

not à la Ms Drummond.’  
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‘It’ll ruin the whole thing, do you not see that?’ protested Sophie, ‘it’s 

supposed to be a Scottish play.’ 

‘By any other name,’ quipped Roger, to general mystification. 

‘Needs must, Sophie, we’ve only a week left to vamp it up,’ countered 

Phil. 

‘I’m not going to stand by and see the production ruined. Who’s with 

me?’ demanded Sophie. 

‘I am, of course I am,’ proclaimed Miranda. 

‘Roger? You’re the lead?’ 

‘I can see your point of view, Sophie, but I don’t feel that strongly.’ 

‘You’ve made your position clear, Phil.’ 

‘He speaks for me too,’ confirmed Kim, ‘we’re a pair.’ 

‘A right pair,’ added Phil. 

‘Bob, Sheena?’ 

‘The show must gang oan, Sophie lass. Onyroads, we dae whit we’re telt, 

being Scottish,’ ruled Bob on behalf of the mechanical caucus.  

‘So, it’s only we three that feel this way.’ 

‘Three?’ questioned Colin. ‘Actually, this time, on balance I’m with the 

others.’ 

Later Colin was to wonder what had possessed him to say that, in such a 

public way. Was it the presumption of his support? Was it his hand 

absentmindedly on Kim’s knee under the table?  Realising the enormity 

of his desertion, Colin got up and walked towards the bar. 

The others kept silent. Sophie seemed frozen to the spot. 

‘That’s it then. I’ll have to decide for myself.’ 

She turned towards the door to leave. Colin veered back to intercept her. 

‘Get out of my way.’ 
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‘I’m sorry, Sophie.’ 

‘Don’t come near me.’ 

‘It’s how I feel.’ 

‘Yes, follow your feelings why don’t you. You think I haven’t noticed 

where they’re heading, if feeling’s the right word.’ 

‘You’ve got it wrong, Sophie.’ 

‘Have I? So much for loyalty.’ 

And she swept out.  

‘Colin dear, go after her.’ 

Ignoring Miranda, Colin looked round at Kim and shrugged. Phil stared 

at Kim. 

‘Oh,’ sighed Miranda, laying her head on Roger’s shoulder, ‘why do 

things have to be so difficult?’ 

‘Ah think I’ll get in a round of whiskies,’ grunted, Bob Kerr, ‘in the 

circumstances.’ 

§ 

‘This has been lovely, great fun.’ 

‘Uh-huh.’ 

They were once more propped up in Penny Sutherland’s amiable bed, 

wine to hand. 

‘In fact, you could describe this as one of the most uncomplicated 

relationships I have ever had.’ 

‘I’ll take that as the compliment intended.’ 

‘But I have been thinking, Bob.’ 

‘On your trip to Oxford?’ 

‘A bit, but before that. It’s not really very professional.’ 
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‘We’re both adults, Penny. Our relationship doesn’t interfere with the 

department - I don’t let it.’ 

‘That’s true, you’re a model manager. But what if I go for my 

professorship next? You’ll have to provide a recommendation.’ 

‘Which of course I shall, with complete candour.’ 

‘Hopefully not quite complete,’ laughed Penny. 

‘You know what I mean.’ 

‘I do, but it’s still a conflict of interest for you. Unprofessional, not to 

mention professorial.’ 

‘No-one knows.’ 

‘You can’t be sure of that, Bob. What about Miranda?’ 

‘Least of all, Miranda. And she has her own flings.’ 

‘Flings. An interesting choice of word. Anyway, Bob, I’ve decided we 

should stop seeing each other. While it still feels like enjoyment, rather 

than habit.’ 

‘I don’t feel like that at all. You’re the best thing in my life right now, 

Penny.’ 

He reached out a hand seeking comfort. She stroked it loyally. 

‘That is sweet of you to say so, Bob, but it was always going to be a 

temporary thing. It’s just the time has come.’ 

‘Is it your feminist credentials you’re worried about?’ 

‘Whatever do you mean, Bob? You’re not classed as ante-deluvian in my 

book.’ 

‘Kind of you to say so. But you do move in very progressive circles.’ 

‘I suppose I do, but they don’t exclude you. I didn’t realise you would 

take it this way, Bob, honestly. You’ve got plenty of scope for other 

liaisons between academia and the thesps.’ 

‘I don’t class myself as a philanderer.’ 
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‘Well maybe you and Miranda need to make some serious decisions, 

before it’s too late.’ 

‘If I require some marriage counselling, I’ll ask.’ 

‘Fair enough, not my remit. Well, I’m supposed to be cooking en famille 

this evening.’ Penny rolled nimbly out of bed and harvested her clothes. 

‘Let’s stay friends, as well as colleagues.’ 

‘I hope you’ll reconsider this. Give it some time.’ 

‘Decide and go for it, Bob. That’s my way. Time’s at a premium.’ 

When Bob arrived home there was surprisingly no Miranda. He organised 

some supper, opened a bottle of red, and sat down to brood. Penny’s 

announcement had come as a very unwelcome development, not least in 

the middle of all the Ossian stress. Those things couldn’t be linked in any 

way, could they? Penny seemed to have tapped into some of the negative 

vibes. But hopefully Ossian was now sorted. It was off his agenda 

anyway. What was left? 

An hour later, Miranda slipped in without fuss and joined Bob at the big 

kitchen table. She was a little unsteady but uncharacteristically calm. She 

helped herself to some bread, cheese and olives, but left the rest of the 

wine to him. 

‘How did it go?’ he enquired eventually. 

‘It was awful, but you’ll know all about that. You always do. You might 

have warned me what was coming.’ 

‘I couldn’t.’ 

‘Of course not. I’m a conflict of interest. That’s what I am, Bob, a kind of 

professional appendage, and an embarrassment to boot.’ 

‘What are you talking about?’ 

‘I think I want to leave you, Bob, before it’s too late for both of us. We’ll 

talk about it tomorrow. I’m too tired now.’ 

Miranda rose quietly and went upstairs to bed.  

§ 
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‘Go at it, from the top,’ whined Sym loudly, ‘rock the little bastard till 

he’s knocked unconscious! We need some rude comedy at the start of this 

epic.’ 

Bob Kerr and his sidekick laid into the hammock. They were wearing 

female smocks bursting at every seam known to man. 

‘Rock-a-bye, sleep-a-bye.’ 

‘Big boy babbie.’ 

‘Well,’ muttered Miranda mutinously to Roger, ‘he said they always did 

“whit they were telt”.’ 

‘Love the cozzies,’ chuckled Roger. 

‘I’m done beat...could sleep a week,’ resumed Bob as Nurse One. 

‘He’s not normal.’ 

‘Loud snores, came slightly muffled from ASM Sheena, boy Finn in the 

hammock.  

‘At last... he’s out....’ 

The two cross-dressing attendants then collapsed into slumber, and 

further loud snores reverberated. 

‘Roger, please,’ snapped Sym’s fingers.   

‘A woman cloaked and hooded steps softly into the clearing. She hums a 

background music theme,’ obliged Roger as Sheena was otherwise 

engaged. Miranda, psyched up as the regal Muirne, flowed onstage. 

‘Cumhall’s son. Child of mine, Hush and keep hidden, safe from harm.  

You’re secure and quiet here. And in the forest you must remain away 

from danger. They would kill you if they knew, mortal men. But you are 

mine, son of Muirne, daughter of Tadg, son of Nuada and of Ethlann, 

mother of Lugh Long-hand. You belong to the hidden ones, the people of 

power.’ 

‘We’ll cut the genealogy bit.’ 

‘It’s beautifully poetic,’ objected Miranda. 
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‘That’s why it’s cut. And it’s gibberish. Again,’ ordered Sym. 

‘They would kill you if they knew, our enemies, mortal men. But you are 

mine. You belong to the hidden ones, the people of power. Your name 

comes from us.’ 

‘She rocks the cradle -, hammock,’ chipped in Roger. 

‘I loved your father, chief of the warrior band, hero of Alba and Ereann. I 

loved his skin, warm blood beneath the flesh, to touch and hold. Your 

strength shall not fail, child of mine. You will repay your father’s death, 

mo gradh.’ 

‘Great, Miranda. Onto the bath scene now.’ 

‘What about the lovely Gaelic song?’ 

‘Cut. We’ll have some music instead.’ 

‘Even I can sing it, Sym - Ho bhan ho bhanhaithri o ho, Haihri o ho -’ 

‘No-one understands it. Cut.’ 

‘Sleep, sleep, little one with the music in your heart.’ 

‘That’s cut too. Makes no sense without the song.’ 

‘You will not see me or know me again. Keep guard until his time comes. 

Really, Sym, you’re mauling it.’ 

‘You’re off now, Miranda. Mechanicals!’ 

More comic business ensued as the burly nursemaids struggled to keep 

Finn in the bathtub. 

‘I’m off.’ 

‘Where?’ 

‘Hunting.’ 

‘You have to stay put.’ 

‘I can’t hide any longer- I’m ready to go!’ 

‘They’ll kill you.’ 
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‘Let them try - I’m breaking out. Finn I come!’ 

‘Now for the salmon scene,’ interrupted the Director again. 

‘Can we no run oor lines here, Sym?’ complained the normally stoical 

Kerr. 

‘Do them in the break.’ 

‘An here’s me thinkin slavery wis abolished.’ 

‘Sheena, please.’ 

‘Finn watches a man fishing in a pool and throws in a nut. Small splash.’ 

And thus it went on, scene after scene through the day, with cuts, elisions, 

new comic business, space for as yet unheard folk music, and 

increasingly frayed tempers. Thankfully, Ciaran had absented himself, 

while Sophie was not called till the following day when Sym’s treatment 

would be applied to the second half. There was no sign of Madge 

Drummond or Peter. The Impaler cut his new swathe unimpeded. Yet 

even his most obdurate foe would have to admire the skill with which 

Douglas-Hamilton was re-shaping Ossian in the image of his own larger-

than-life tastes. 

‘I suppose,’ commented Roger philosophically, ‘with Sym what you see 

is what you have got.’ 

‘You are a comfort, Roger dear, ‘sighed Miranda. ‘At least my parts are 

holding up quite well, apart from that nice Gaelic song.’ 

‘I can only agree there,’ murmured Roger, reaching an outspread hand 

comfortably round Miranda’s back. The mature actress accepted this 

complacently, and reclined into the leading man’s embrace, without 

worrying if she was in character or not, or even which character. 

§ 

After Colin left for rehearsals, Sophie had a quiet cry and went back to 

sleep. When she came to again, about ten o’clock, she dabbed her face 

and made some coffee. There had been no further conversation since her 

walkout the previous evening. 
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The mobile vibrated and Sophie grabbed it to see who was calling. She 

had already agreed to meet Ciaran in the Abbey at lunchtime. It was 

Peter, and she accepted the call. 

‘Hi, Sophie, how are you feeling?’ 

‘Ecstatic.’ 

‘I realise you’re angry, but we have to deliver the show.’ 

‘What show, though, Peter, the one we embarked on or Sym’s cartoon 

take?’ 

‘It won’t be that bad. The company has to come first, and you’re central 

to it.’ 

‘I want out, Peter.’ 

‘I heard you tried to incite revolt.’ 

‘Well, you needn’t worry. It’s down to me and Miranda now.’ 

‘Maybe that should worry you.’ 

‘Don’t sneer, Peter, she’s the only one who’s come out of this with some 

integrity.’ 

‘Apparently she’s leaving Bob.’ 

‘Which proves my point. He’s a fixer.’ 

‘Like me, you mean.’ 

‘I expected better from you, Peter.’ 

‘Sometimes in this business you have to make compromises. I gather it’s 

the same in relationships. Think about that, Sophie.’ 

He rang off.  

She was thinking. 

Being an actress, Sophie knew that some people respond to crisis with 

careful self-presentation. She went in the opposite direction, wanting to 

put her own identity to the test, without faces or disguises. This was what 
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the Ossian experience had provoked, not just a testing of her vocation, 

but of herself.  

Consequently, she arrived at the Abbey in a night-gownish dress and 

open sandals with her long hair shoved back behind her ears. Being 

Sophie, the effect was striking. Ciaran was already there gazing morosely 

into a pint of heavy. 

‘How are you feeling?’ 

‘Bit rough. I stayed away this morning.’ 

‘Maybe that’s sensible till we see where it’s going.’ 

‘I know where it’s fucking going, Sophie. That guy’s doing his version - 

my text’s just raw material for his fantasies.’  

‘I tried to get a cast protest.’  

‘And?’ 

‘They’re not for the revolution. Apart from me and Miranda that is.’ 

‘The two Valkyries.’ 

‘Thanks, that’ll make us both feel better.’ 

‘I looked at the contract. I don’t have any rights over the production, only 

my words on the page, not in the mooth.’ 

‘So what can you do?’ 

‘Go to the press? I did an interview with Angie Fry last week, before all 

this happened. Hasn’t come out yet.’ 

‘She’s a great pal of Peter’s.’ 

‘What will you do, Sophie?’ 

‘If I walk, I’ll be out of the company for good. If I stay, I’m betraying 

everything I believe about theatre.’ 

‘That’s a tough call.’ 

‘And I’ve fallen out with Colin, because he went with the rest.’ 
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‘Sorry, but not because…’ 

‘No. So where do we stand, Ciaran.’ 

‘Us you mean?’ 

‘You and me.’ 

‘You’re thinking of leaving Colin?’ 

‘It’s looking that way.’ 

‘I don’t know what to say, Sophie.’ 

‘End or beginning?’ 

‘I adore you, you know I do.’ 

‘But not that kind, the living-with kind of adoring?’ 

‘I’m not saying that. It’s just in the middle of all this, it’s 

too…over…much.’ 

‘For a young single bloke.’ 

‘Give me time to sort myself out first.’ 

‘They say time doesn’t wait, Ciaran, on maybes.’ 

‘I’ll be in touch, soon, I promise. Just let me get my head round the 

trauma.’ 

‘Of course, and I’ll let you know what I decide to do.’ 

‘You’re a hero, Sophie, the only constant in this whole shifting mess.’ 

‘It’s nice you see me that way, Ciaran, but I’m not sure it’s justified.’ 

‘What’s your plan for today?’ 

‘I have to do some shopping, and then clean up the flat. Will I see you 

tomorrow at rehearsals?’ 

‘Maybe.’ 

‘Word for today then.’ 
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She had gone. What a prick he’d been. She’d scared him though with her 

directness. Weren’t women supposed to be into ambiguity? 

Time for another pint. And should he try and see Peter? Maybe not. 

§ 

Miranda was up early and away to rehearsals. Unusually, Bob stayed in 

bed until she had gone. Eventually he swung himself out from under the 

duvet and went to the en suite. 

He looked unrested and unshaven. Hair and beard were streaked with 

undistinguished grey. Bob decided to make coffee before addressing that 

face. 

The kitchen table exhibited Miranda’s breakfast remnants - coffee cup, a 

partially defrosted croissant, honey and a Tupperware tub that had once 

been crammed with muesli. Crumbs and a few splashes of unidentified 

liquid added atmosphere. Orange juice perhaps? 

Was this actually the end of Professor Robert G. Smith and Miranda 

Tempest? It had served them both well, but perhaps there had been 

attrition. Accumulating losses that had been stoically absorbed, until 

saturation point was reached. But by Miranda, not him. That was the 

surprise, on top of Penny’s giving notice. Perhaps it was just a phase they 

were both going through. Coincidence, not collusion. 

Bob tracked back through the events of recent weeks. There were no 

exceptional warning signs that he could recall. Nothing he had missed. 

This play had been the catalyst. Why had he not foreseen these troubles? 

Yet he had been uneasy from the start. The curse of Ossian. Just when the 

professional threat had been contained, his personal defences had been 

blown apart. How could that be mended?  

The coffee was temporarily restorative, and Bob went back upstairs to 

undertake an extended course of showering and grooming. Then he 

dressed in an elegant summer suit, and declining remote access, went to 

the office through morning sunshine to check his e-mails. 

The city revealed its beauty by ascending levels as Bob climbed up 

Dundas and Hanover Streets to the Mound. There was the Assembly Hall 
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in full view boldly bannered, ‘Edinburgh International Festival: 

OSSIAN’. The Professor stepped on, circumnavigating the tourists, and 

strolled along George IV Bridge to George Square. 

The department was abandoned, but there were e-mails, among them an 

invitation to meet the new Council leader that afternoon at the City 

Chambers. He accepted. He also accepted his invitation to the opening 

night of Ossian, and the accompanying Festival reception. There was no 

reason not to go. 

The rest of the morning lay heavy on his hands. He did review Penny’s 

personnel file. She was definitely in line for promotion, and he regretted 

not raising the topic first. Perhaps that might have headed off his 

dismissal. Bob’s pride was hurt; that was certain. But it was more than 

that. He was truly fond of Penny. How had he come to take her for 

granted? Because he took Miranda for granted.....He stifled the 

suggestion of a sob. 

By 2.00pm sharp, having skipped lunch, Bob was in the anteroom of the 

Council leader’s office. Brian Wilson was late from lunch, no doubt 

savouring the fruits of his successful coup. At 2.25pm the Royal Lyceum 

Chairman was ushered into the presence, who apologised for his overrun. 

‘So much to catch-up on, Professor, coming into the position 

unexpectedly.’ 

‘Congratulations, Councillor on your new role.’ 

‘Very kind of you to say so. Please call me, Brian. I don’t stand on 

formalities. We’re among friends.’ 

‘Indeed, Brian. Bob.’ 

‘That’s better. Now, I just want to assure you, Bob, of our continuing 

support for the Lyceum, and the arts in Edinburgh, particularly the 

festivals.’ 

‘We’re an important part of Edinburgh’s economy, Brian.’ 

‘Too true and we get that side of it in the Conservative group, of course 

we do. But we’re not entirely philistines, Bob, and we want to see culture 
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flourish here. And, as I said to your Principal last night, the University is 

a key partner for us.’ 

Another cosy Edinburgh dinner, no doubt at public expense. Bob was 

evidently on the also-to-be-met B list. Though here he was being received 

in the new regime’s first week, so there was small cause for complaint. 

‘I gather the Lyceum is providing the main Festival drama this year,’ 

continued Councillor Brain. 

‘We are, in the Assembly Hall.’ 

‘Quite a venue, Bob. Ossian I believe.’ 

‘For the Scotland-Ireland year.’ 

‘Yes. Not a nationalist epic, I hope.’ 

‘Not political, Councill- Brian. It’ll be top-flight entertainment. A big 

draw for the Festival. Stunning leading lady.’ 

‘Sophie Forrester - she’s quite a looker. Can’t fail to go down well. And 

sponsored by the airport. That was a smart move.’ 

‘We do our best, in challenging times.’ 

‘Brexit may not be all bad, Bob.’ 

‘We can only hope for the best.’ 

‘Yes, quite. Well it’s been a pleasure to meet you, and I look forward to 

attending the opening night. The Lord Provost is coming too, as President 

of the Festival Society. I’ll be wearing my Lyceum hat.’ 

‘We look forward to your input at the Board, when time allows. The 

opening will be quite a gala.’ 

‘Yes, Mackenzie will milk it for all it’s worth, gold chain and all. But his 

role is strictly ceremonial, Bob. I and my colleagues will be running the 

Council, and we expect all our civic partners to understand that. The 

nationalists may not.’ 

‘Rest assured, Brian, we know the protocol.’ 

‘I never doubted it. See you next week. Good luck for the production.’ 
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‘And good luck for the new administration.’ 

‘Luck, I can assure you,’ grinned the new Council leader, ‘didn’t have 

anything to do with it.’ 

Bob left the City Chambers feeling slightly grubby, despite his smart new 

suit. He decided to spend the afternoon, perhaps the evening too, at the 

National Library, where he was trawling through the John Murray 

manuscripts for something new to write about. 

§ 

‘And such beautiful weather,’ enthused Sally. ‘I didn’t really know that 

part of Scotland at all, but Carol our Creative Place Officer toured me 

round. Kirkcudbright is gorgeous and full of little galleries. It’s a kind of 

artists’ town apparently. Then there’s The Catstrand of course and the 

Peter Pan Centre under construction, and a new sculpture trail is being 

developed away along at Whighorn, no Whithorn, near the Book Town. I 

just kept thinking how Jen would have loved it all.’ 

‘Well, she’ll have plenty of leisure time to tour for herself,’ commented 

Angie acidly. Why on earth was Sally traveloguing aimlessly, when the 

greatest festivals in the world were about to open in Edinburgh? 

‘Please, don’t remind me, ’sighed Sally. 

‘What’s the latest on Ossian, Janis?’ probed Angie. 

‘Completely re-worked, as far as I know. Reams of cuts, costume 

changes, new music. The techs are about to start at the Assembly Hall.’ 

‘I told you Peter would crack it, though I admit I didn’t see the Sym angle 

coming.’ 

‘I’m not a Peter fan, Angie, as you know,’ conceded Janis pointlessly,’ 

but he’s pulled the fat from the fire on this one. Advance sales are looking 

good.’ 

‘What about Ciaran’s play?’ intervened Sally. 

‘He should be grateful he’s getting it on at all, the greenhorn,’ scolded 

Janis, ‘he tried to question the contract would you believe, but I sent him 

packing with a flea in his ear.’ 
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‘Poor boy.’ 

‘He’ll learn,’ sniggered Angie. ‘The profile piece comes out tomorrow. 

And yes, Janis, I got the press office amendments. It’s not the Scottish 

Ossian any longer. I confess to being intrigued about how that particular 

change works, in the last week?’ 

‘Can’t help you there, replied Janis frankly, ‘I’ve been keeping clear of 

rehearsals and production meetings. Things are crazy enough, and our 

Peter has it in hand. You’ll just have to wait till the opening, Angie.’ 

‘And you’ll have to wait to see the reviews.’ 

‘You’re not going to pan Ciaran’s work are you?’ queried Sally 

anxiously. 

‘If it is Ciaran’s work,’ jibed Angie. 

‘You’re not being serious,’ Sally pleaded. 

‘Who knows? Maybe it’ll be “a promising play not fully realised”. At any 

rate, with all the Douglas-Hamilton rumours going round it’s gone from 

high interest to redhot. One way or the other, coverage will be wall-to-

wall.’ 

‘God, Angie, you can be frightening,’ complained Janis. ‘I suppose 

Sym’s briefing like mad in his own right.’ 

‘Not at all. That’s the funny thing. He’s gone to ground. Totally unlike 

him. Which is why I think there’s a big story brewing. Trust me.’ 

‘Then why don’t I know?’ howled Janis, ‘I’m supposed to be in fucking 

charge of the place!’ 

‘Not the art, Janis,’ sniped Sally. 

‘And since when was theatre about art?’ scoffed the Lyceum General 

Manager. 

‘Now, now, ladies, no need for fisticuffs,’ soothed Angie, in a sudden 

burst of geniality. ‘We’re living in interesting times.’ 

‘Treacherous times,’ qualified Sally. 



64 

 

‘So, here’s to Ossian!’  

They raised their glasses in unison. ‘Ossian!’ 

‘Let’s have a smash!’ exulted Angie 

‘Hit,’ capped Janis. 

‘Just, please, keep Creative Scotland out of any headlines,’ concluded 

Sally plaintively. 

 

Rehearsals had settled into a predictable regime. After the re-work came 

repeated runs; now everything was ready for the techs. No-one had 

walked out, and Ciaran’s occasional appearances were barely noticed. 

With Sym you get what you see, was the general conclusion. 

Miranda was again an established regular at the Allan Ramsay, as were 

Phil and Kim. Sophie kept aloof but Colin stuck to his old habits. He 

would appear soon. 

‘So, Roger darling, are you beginning to regret taking up with an old 

flame?’ teased Miranda happily. 

‘Not a bit of it. We’re both old troopers, Miranda, forgive the phrase, and 

we can prop each other up in these mature years,’ responded Roger 

affectionately.  

‘And have some fun as we go,’ added Miranda, tickling the leading man’s 

expanding waistline. 

‘Hmm, more Falstaff than Lear, I admit. But I do worry a tad about Bob, 

alone in that big mansion. Is he going to be alright?’ 

‘Bob’s a tough old sod. Though it seems his other woman has given him 

the heave as well. He’ll just have to manage.’ 

‘Needs must, I suppose, old girl.’ 

‘So, where’s lover boy tonight?’ asked Phil at the next table. 

‘He’s not my lover, so you can just lay off him,’ drawled Kim. ‘Probably 

fancy him yourself.’ 
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‘Liar, he’s all over you, but see if I care.’ 

‘Truce, Gracie? I’m knackered with all these rehearsals.’ 

‘Ok, Kim, but perk up luvvie. We’ll see our cozzies tomorrow. Can’t wait 

to put on my lady-of the-sea gauze.’ 

‘Don’t you know, there’s been changes in the costumes too? Sheena told 

me, but she’s sworn to secrecy.’ 

‘Shits, you’re not onto her as well are you. And I’m the one that gets 

blamed. She’s gorgeous. Hey, it could be a Star Wars look. That would 

be cool. Sym as Darth Vader.’ 

‘God knows, and who cares. Go and get me a serious drink,’ grumbled 

Kim. 

As Phil rose to oblige, the door opened and in came Colin and Sophie, 

hand-in-hand. The whole pub broke into a cheer, as the happy re-united 

couple made their sheepish way to the high table. 

‘Make that drinks all round,’ shouted Kim, ‘I do feel like getting pissed 

tonight.’ 

That soon spread. The past week’s tensions were spontaneously shrugged 

off. For tonight at least, let the production schedule look after its own 

inexorable clock. 

§ 

Ciaran had become apathetic in the face of events. After a half-hearted 

and fruitless attempt to challenge his contract, he had given up. Looking 

in occasionally on rehearsals, he sat silent as Sym laid about his script, 

and even more his intentions. When he did lift his head from the text, it 

was to gaze forlornly in Sophie’s direction. She acknowledged him but 

limited herself to small chat at breaks. As Grainnhe she delivered her 

lines and moves with a professional focus but a perceptible lack of brio. 

Everyone else seemed to be in good spirits. 

In the evenings, Ciaran fell into the habit of a solitary drink at Whighams 

before catching the train from Haymarket. He could not face the 

communal watering holes with their gossip. On the last day before 
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production week, Ciaran arrived earlier than usual amidst after work 

drinkers, and then lingered as one drink turned into three or four. 

He was sitting back in his now familiar recess when Sym came in the 

main door. Scanning the premises with an eagle eye, he spotted Ciaran. 

‘Well, my, my, if it isn’t our young Shakespeare.’ 

‘Come to gloat have you?’ 

‘Not a bit. Just came in looking for a quiet corner. But actually I’d like to 

have a little word. Same again?’ 

Ciaran nodded, like a mouse transfixed by the cat’s purr, and Sym put in 

his order at the bar. 

‘Here’s to Ossian,’ he pledged, supping heavily from his first pint. ‘Not 

bad, think I’ll have another of these. And so will you if you know what’s 

good for you.’ 

‘Don’t bloody patronise me.’ 

‘Now look, Ciaran, I know you’re feeling sore. But it had to be done. Not 

because your play’s rubbish, but because there were at least three 

different plays in there, and someone had to choose which one we were 

going to produce.’ 

‘Is that Peter’s view?’ 

‘Peter doesn’t do views; he just shuffles everyone else’s till he turns up 

something or someone he can use, like your script. Only in this case he 

didn’t believe me till it was almost too late.’ 

‘I don’t believe you.’ 

‘Too bad, because if you’re willing to learn you’ll make a real 

playwright. There are scenes that jump from the page screaming to be 

realised. Want to know my favourite?’ 

‘Alright.’ 

‘And it’s not just because I’m in it. Mananan with the Druid as his butt - 

in their Fools’ play. In he comes hitting a pot with a broken sword. 

Striped trousers, outsized clown shoes, red and white painted face, and 
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carrying a sack like some clod at a country fair. Magic. And tied behind 

him on a rope, me in sackcloth and straw, wearing a sack hood with holes 

for eyes, nose and mouth.’ Sym mimed the mask. ‘Give me the line.’ 

‘Here he comes, the good gillie, who knows how to play the fool. Tugs 

on rope. Hero, fool, Hero, out with the tricks. Throws down pot and 

sword, pulls out juggling balls.’ 

‘Always keep your balls in the air here, Finn. And your sword fully 

sheathed.’ 

It was a private theatrical tucked into the candlelit cavern. Ciaran knew 

his script by heart, while Sym was in his own role. 

‘Chucks ball to Finn, and one to his butt, who drops it.’ 

‘Give Grainnhe the ball, Finn, or Diarmaid. Don’t hang back, with such a 

feast of beauty from which to choose.’ 

‘Pulls out paint sticks and lines eyes and mouth in black.’ 

‘Must look into something shining.’ 

‘Jumps onto higher level and leers into Grainnhe’s face. Come back 

down here, fool, and fight like a man.’ 

‘But the hare’s already loose. Deer ones are fleeing to the hill.’ 

‘We must hunt, hunt, hunt.’ 

‘Bring out my weapons.’ 

‘Butt pulls out broken dagger. Sir, our hero’s blade is grown shorter.’ 

‘To war, to war, untie the dogs of war.’ 

‘Finn begins slow handclap, but others applaud more politely as the Fool 

takes his bow. Come away to a dog’s dinner. Butt howls like a dog.’ 

‘Only the hounds keep faith.’ 

‘Fool pulls him off as applause dies away leaving Finn’s slow handclap.’ 
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‘Now that’s real theatre. And it’s the hard heart of your play. The dark, 

absurd heart. I’ve worked from there, Ciaran, and then you have the 

fucking nerve to say I made it larger than life. How dare you.’ 

Sym was hissing in his face, almost out of control. 

‘Whoa, Sym, I never said -’ 

‘Yes, you fucking did - I hear everything.’ 

‘Look, man. It’s not Ubu Roi.’ 

‘Perhaps not, swottie, but it is dark because these stories are black hearted 

and cruel, like life. I am the Dagda, Ciaran, father of the gods; there is no 

need to speak sense to me. That’s your Irish mythology for you, when all 

the flim flam’s stripped back.’ 

This was alarming, and at the same time powerfully engaged with 

Ciaran’s text. Yet he refused to roll over. 

‘I don’t disagree with that, but it’s just one strand, not the whole play. 

You can’t narrow me down that way. Anyway, I’m writing within 

Scottish theatre.’ 

‘Scottish theatre? Don’t make me puke.’ 

More drinks arrived. 

‘You’re going to be grateful to me, young Ciaran,’ resumed Sym, ‘for 

what I’ve done.’ 

‘That remains to be seen.’ 

‘I’ll let you into a little secret. Not even the all-knowing Peter knows this, 

Ciaran, though he agreed to the extra budget. That was my price, part of 

my price. I’ve changed the costumes. All that tasteful tartan and tweed, 

binned.’ 

‘Jesus, what are we having instead?’ 

‘Nineteen twenties, during the war.’ 

‘The Irish Civil War!’ 
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‘Mainly out of our own stock - peasant suits, cloth caps, guns, black 

widows and army surplus. A cross between Playboy of the Western World 

and Shadow of the Gun.  It gives the whole thing a setting that works, a 

dramatic purpose. Not the Fianna, but the Fenians. Rivalry, treachery, 

murder, friend on friend. Siren women dividing brother from brother, 

father from son, and always the cause, the nation, devouring everything 

before it like a monstrous god. I am the Dagda.’ 

‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this. Tell me I’m not hearing this. I never 

meant any of that.’ 

‘But Ciaran, lovely Ciaran, real writers know not of what they write. It 

comes up from their lower depths. You don’t know yourself.  I’m letting 

your genius rise free.’ 

What was that sensation below? He struggled to focus. 

‘You’ll be acclaimed because Sym Douglas-Hamilton’s your Director. 

Let your emotions out. I’m your channel, Ciaran, your lightning rod.’ 

No, yes, it was a hand on his crotch. Ciaran smartly shimmied round the 

circular bench.  

‘Don’t be like that. Poor Sym wants to be kind.’ 

But the genius playwright was already out the side door and running hell 

for leather along Shandwick Place. 

 

It had taken eight months to work through the successive layers of 

Department, Faculty and School. But Penny’s new course had finally 

been approved. ‘Gender Construction in Contemporary Theatre’ was now 

an official component of Honours English, or English and Drama. She 

had to deliver it on the minimum budget, but fortunately the newest batch 

of research students included several potential tutors. 

Penny was running over their CV’s when the office phone cheeped. 

‘Sutherland.’ 

It was the Principal’s office, and then the great man in person. 
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‘How are you, Penny?’ 

‘Very well, thank you. My new Honours course has finally come 

through.’ 

‘Indeed. Are you going to the opening night of Ossian at the Festival?’ 

‘I certainly am; it’s the talk of the town.’ 

‘Quite, there have been some rumblings. I am sure Bob has everything in 

hand.’ 

‘A safe pair of hands, so to speak.’ 

‘Invaluable experience too with what they once called “town and gown”.’ 

‘Gowns and frocks anyway,” quipped Penny. 

The Principal ploughed on. 

‘It may be time to refresh our representation in the arts sphere. We would 

like to nominate you, Penny, to the Royal Lyceum Board.’ 

‘As long as that’s not treading on Bob’s toes.’ 

‘I know how much he values your support.’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘I can count on your willingness to serve the University in this way?’ 

‘Of course, Principal.’ 

‘Excellent. I’ll see you at the opening.’ 

The call ended. Penny pondered the receiver quizzically. Did he know she 

had dined with Peter Meldrum earlier this week to discuss how the 

Lyceum could diversify its programme? That was what Peter was trying 

with Ciaran’s Ossian of course but it had turned into a tough call, 

according to Peter’s version of it. She would like to know more about 

what had happened. She could ask Ciaran to take part in a Graduate 

seminar next term. Bob’s concept of ‘repertoire’ was outdated but what 

would replace it for a theatre like the Lyceum was as yet unclear. Her 

experience on the National Theatre Board was relevant here, as was her 

own academic expertise. Peter was up for the challenge. In fact, truth be 
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told, she found him quite attractive, in a nerdy kind of way. And they 

were well-matched in height.  

A bit like her and Bob, which was an amusing thought. Penny replaced 

the phone carefully in its cradle. 

§ 

The Rainy Hall was crammed wall-to-panelled-wall with the Festival’s 

glitterati. The noise level climbed to the faux medieval rafters, in 

proportion to the resounding applause that had filled the Assembly Hall 

through call after curtain call. While some grappled with drinks beside 

the long refectory tables, others were being prised into the throng by 

anxious minders. 

‘Cabinet Secretary, what a pleasure to see you again on University 

premises.’ 

‘Thank you, Principal, it’s great to see the Assembly Hall being used for 

a major drama, rather than Fringe comedy.’ 

‘Indeed, though of course, Ms Bell, we don’t organise these things; we 

must rely on our creatives. I think we do have a success on our hands 

though.’ 

As predicted Donald Mackenzie, Lord Provost of Edinburgh, was in 

ceremonial chains, kilted, and preceded by a uniformed attendant. 

‘Grand, Kevin, just grand, all that Irish tradition, and the flow, aye the 

eloquence. It was very moving.’ 

‘The blarney, they call it sometimes, Lord Provost,’ demurred Kevin 

modestly. 

‘If only we had more of it in our own dear, Scotland. The call of 

nationhood and so forth, stirs the bowels.’ 

‘I’d like you to meet Sophie Forrester, Provost, who played Grainnhe. 

She’s from Edinburgh,’ explained the EIF Director, ushering in the 

leading lady and extracting himself in one well-practiced movement. 

‘Oh Grainnhe, my dear, stirring, quite stunning. You are to be 

congratulated. You made this old man sit up.’ 
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Janis was wedged into a space beside the drinks, where Angie cornered 

her. 

‘You’ve been holding out on me.’ 

‘I haven’t, Angie, I had no idea what was going on. It hurts, but I have to 

admit Peter’s handled this well.’ 

‘So, he changed tack?’ 

‘You’ll have to ask him that.’ 

‘I shall as soon as I track him down. I want the full story.’ 

‘All’s well that ends well, though. We’ve come through this in great 

shape.’ 

Peter had just excused himself from the joint congratulations of Bob and 

Council leader, Brian Wilson. 

‘You never told me it was hatchet job on nationalism, Bob,’ complained 

the Councillor, as Peter was swallowed up in the throng. 

‘It’s not my job to interpret the plays, Brian, and it might be a bit more 

complicated than that.’ 

‘Really? Bloody obvious, I would have said, and just what’s needed.’ 

Peter had reached Kevin by now, collecting Penny on the way. 

‘Do you know, Penny Sutherland, Kevin?’ 

‘By name, but we haven’t met.’ 

‘Hi, Kevin, lovely to meet you.’ 

‘She’s the coming thing in University Drama.’ 

‘Hardly,’ smiled Penny. 

‘Did you enjoy the show?’ asked Kevin. 

‘Certainly did. Full blood and thunder. We haven’t seen anything like it 

for a while.’ 
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‘We haven’t, have we? Quite a Festival epic. The audience adored it 

though. I’d say we’ve got a sell-out run in prospect, Peter, 

congratulations.’ 

‘Thanks, Kevin. It’s not quite how I saw the thing developing, but it’s a 

big relief.’ 

‘Here’s Angie Fry. I’d better get off on my rounds. See you around, 

Penny.’ 

‘Peter, you’ll have to explain yourself,’ accosted Angie 

‘Nothing to explain, Angie. I gave Sym a free hand and this is where he 

went with it.’ 

‘In a week?’ 

‘Almost two, counting techs. But a lot of good work had already gone in. 

The basic piece is sound; it just needed a tighter focus.’ 

Penny was beady eyed at overhearing this insider detail, but even as he 

spoke, Peter edged back adroitly into the noisy throng.  

‘A drama in itself then,’ observed Penny. 

Angie shrugged impatiently and set off in search of Sym Douglas-

Hamilton.  

Bob was keeping close to the microphone from which he would have to 

‘say a few words’, while evading as many conversations as possible. The 

Principal loomed up on him unavoidably. 

‘Most satisfactory, Bob. You must be pleased with the outcome.’ 

‘I am thankyou, Principal.’ 

‘Is this not what you might call “a triumph?” ’ he insinuated with a 

sandpaper rasp.  

‘Probably,’ hazarded Bob. 

His superior leaned down confidentially. 

‘I gather things are a bit sticky, domestically speaking.’ 
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‘I’ll sort it out.’ 

‘That’s good to hear, Bob. If you can bear a senior man’s advice, 

Miranda’s a real asset to you and the University. Best to keep relations 

with younger colleagues on a professional basis.’ 

Then he raised his neck and high-stepped away like a giraffe.  

Ciaran was wedged into a space at the other end of the refectory table, 

where Sally found him holding a bottle of wine close to his chest. 

‘How are you feeling?’ 

‘It’s not the play I wrote, Sally.’ 

‘I really understand that, but it’s going to be a success, so you can build 

on that in future.’ 

‘Yes, my creative development,’ echoed the jaundiced writer. ‘What I 

should do is denounce how I’ve been treated.’ 

‘Don’t do that for God’s sake.’ 

‘I thought you were all for supporting artists.’ 

‘Look, Ciaran, right now we can’t even support ourselves. Just let this be 

a good news story, for us, for you. It’ll pay off for you in the long run, 

believe me.’ 

Miranda swept by. 

‘You’re, Penny, aren’t you, the clever one.’ 

‘Hullo, Miranda. You’re great in the play.’ 

‘Yes, I think we’ve pulled it off quite nicely in the end. Do you think it’ll 

cheer up Bob?’ 

‘Not sure. You know I ended our little liaison. I hope that didn’t cause 

you any grief.’ 

‘Not at all.’ 

‘It wasn’t ever serious.’ 
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‘I should have had the courage to leave Bob long ago. I seem to have 

spent my whole life in universities.’ 

‘Will you not miss all that?’ 

‘Goodness, no. They’re the dullest places on earth. My home has always 

been somewhere else. Perhaps I shall go and tell the Principal what I 

really think of him and his stuffed-up University.’ 

Sym was introducing members of the cast to the Cabinet Secretary. 

Suddenly from the corner of her eye Catherine Bell saw a familiar figure 

oozing his way through the press. 

‘Oh my God, not him again.’  

She looked around desperately for a minder but there was none to hand. 

‘Who is it?’ asked Colin solicitously. 

‘Gussie McCraig.’ 

‘Oh, Chris Craig. He’s got a show on at the Storytelling Centre, some 

comedy thing.’ 

‘I know, I was there,’ she confessed, ‘by mistake.’ 

‘Ah, Cabinet Secretary, good evening,’ boomed McCraig in role, ‘and 

how delightful to meet you again, at our wee Festival of culture. Drinkies 

all round too.’ 

Catherine broke away, working her way through to the drinks table. 

‘Cabinet Secretary, isn’t it a wonderful outcome.’ Who was this now? 

‘We’re thrilled at Creative Scotland to have been the ones to spot 

Ciaran’s talent, and provide him with the creative development 

opportunity. Have you met Ciaran?’ 

The woman seemed vaguely familiar but ‘Creative Scotland’ was like a 

flashing red light. The Cab Sec smiled bravely and pushed on. Surely the 

speeches would start soon. Thank God, for once she wasn’t expected to 

say anything. When she got home a stiff whisky would be in order. At 

least one. 

‘Catherine Bell?’ 
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‘Yes?’ An attractive, rough shaven face looked at her from beneath dark 

brows. 

‘I want you to know that I’m an Independence supporter. All my creative 

work reflects that commitment.’ 

‘Right, I appreciate that kind of commitment, very much.’ Was he the 

author? She was about to attempt a tactful way of checking, when the 

sound system began to emit warning signals, and he turned away. 

It took a while to bring the hall to order, and the hubbub was suppressed 

rather than wholly stilled, as Bob addressed the microphone. He was in 

formal control yet to the practiced eye there was something slightly 

rumpled in his normally immaculate demeanour. 

‘Cabinet Secretary, Lord Provost, Principal, Director, distinguished 

guests and sponsors. On behalf of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, I 

would like to say how honoured we are to undertake this commission on 

behalf of the Edinburgh International Festival, and to be performing here 

at this historic venue. Peter Meldrum our Artistic Director will say a few 

words on behalf of the cast and production.’ 

Peter took his place and spoke directly without notes. 

‘Thankyou, Chair. I’d just like to say a big thankyou first of all to Kevin 

Moore for commissioning Ossian, and to the Scottish Government, 

Creative Scotland, Edinburgh City Council and Edinburgh International 

Airport for supporting such a large-scale venture - sadly rare in today’s 

theatre. I would also like to thank the whole team at EIF for their 

professionalism, and the Lyceum team for their exceptional work. We’ve 

had a fantastic cast, and tech crew; the benefit of Ciaran O’Donnell’s 

residency, and the dedication of the admin team led by Janis. However, I 

hope no-one will mind me singling out tonight the exceptional input of 

Sym Douglas-Hamilton in pulling together what I believe will be a huge 

creative and box-office success.’ 

Peter paused to let the applause subside. ‘And I am very pleased to 

announce tonight Sym’s appointment as Associate Director of the Royal 

Lyceum Theatre.’ This time he pushed on through the burgeoning 

acclaim. 
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‘Thanks, and have a great Festival!’ 

It was never definitively established who started the calls, but the high-

pitched penetrating tone clearly pointed to Phil Gracie. Cast members 

were never in doubt as to the culprit. 

‘Author, Author!’ 

This was enthusiastically taken up. 

‘Author! Author!’ 

Peter looked at Bob who froze. Sym looked at Peter, who was trying to 

identify Ciaran in a sea of faces. He nodded and Sym gestured the 

playwright forward. The playwright came cautiously to the microphone, 

amidst renewed cheers, settling the Cabinet Secretary’s doubts as to 

authorship. That Creative Scotland woman was behaving very strangely 

though, shoving her way to the front. She must be a fan. Ciaran started to 

speak. 

‘I’d just like to say, folks, how much I’ve learned from this whole 

experience. Ossian is the result of many people’s efforts with my script as 

a starting point. I wish the production and its authors every success.’ 

That was it. His apparent modesty was well-received by the crowd, while 

those in the know breathed again. Ciaran returned to his wedge-shaped 

corner amidst further acclaim, so ending the formal proceedings. 

People quickly began to disperse in search of trains and taxis. Miranda 

was still trying to find the Principal, but he had melted away. Penny went 

to invite Ciaran to a seminar that now promised even more interest, but 

his corner had become suddenly vacant. 

The Cabinet Secretary came out of the Hall, with Jim Paterson, the 

Permanent Secretary, at her side. They paused at the top of a steep flight 

of stairs, before commencing the long descent towards John Knox’s 

statue in the quadrangle. 

‘Well, Jim, what did you make of that?’ 

‘Not sure, Cabinet Secretary. Bow-wow drama undoubtedly, but hardly 

the Scottish Ossian that figures in the funding application.’ 
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‘No, it’s a bit odd, and the writer seemed ambivalent - barged up to tell 

me he was a Yes supporter.’ 

‘As long as the press like it, I suppose.’ 

‘Yes, arm’s length, and all that.’ 

‘Indeed, Minister, but it’s not exactly Thrie Estaitis, is it? Not the 

national drama, or not ours anyway.’ 

Catherine was surprised by this uncharacteristic directness, but Jim was 

already climbing down the steps, and she followed. Tomorrow was 

another day. Thank God, this one was almost over.  

§ 

As Ciaran emerged onto the Mound, the whole city seemed to be in 

fiesta. Every neuk and cranny was illuminated, and live music 

reverberated from venue to venue beneath a crescent moon. If Edinburgh 

was a mad god’s dream, then tonight was party time for goddesses. He 

turned up towards the castle to walk his special long way round by the 

Royal Mile. 

At Waverley Station the last train to Glasgow was an endurance test for 

mere mortals. The network operators withheld the platform number till 

the last possible minute. Crowds milled about on tenterhooks, primed at 

an electronic instant to break and run. And this was no Festival crowd - 

they had already gone or were staying over with friends in Marchmont 

and Morningside. It was the stand-up audience and city switching 

clubbers. Ciaran would have to move quickly on the starting signal, if he 

was to get on at all. The sofa in Montague Street was a closed chapter. 

Astonishingly Ciaran got ahead of the game and secured a window seat. 

There he shrank into grateful oblivion, ignoring the desperate faces of 

excluded latecomers. A few minutes of shut-eye would be a bonus for the 

vigil that lay ahead. 

While the mob dispersed outside Queen Street Station, Ciaran checked 

the supplies in his backpack. One mobile fully charged, a half bottle of 

Grants, two pork pies, and a rolled-up fleece that had seen better student 

days. The weather was still supposedly warm, but all-nighters were 
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unpredictable. He had considered a kindle, like plugs, but rejected them 

as distractions. These hours of sleepless dark were intended as an ordeal, 

a catharsis for mind and soul. The rest of his life would begin here in 

Glasgow’s George Square, not Edinburgh’s Royal Mile. 

Ciaran picked his bench carefully to avoid undue attention. Home bound 

revellers were still trailing across one diagonal or another. He could 

change position every hour or so to keep sleep at bay and evade police 

notice. 

By 1.00am Glasgow felt unnaturally quiet after Edinburgh’s August 

fever. And the temperature seemed to be plummeting. Maybe it was just 

lack of sleep. The fleece, the whisky, and a pork pie all proved their 

worth in turn. At 2.00am Ciaran moved benches and the drizzle began. 

He hooked into the city centre WiFi and began to trawl the websites. 

Wee Theatre Review was first to appear with its descriptive approach. 

Five Star Rating. Ossian was a hit show, an epic drama, with top-flight 

acting talent, and cleverly adapted storytelling. Fair enough. 

Next came Edinburgh Theatre Review, on the same lines, but also 

praising the folk music and the costumes. No mention of a writer. 

The Herald was the first newspaper site to post, about 3.00am, after 

Ciaran had shifted again. It ran on the Festival putting Ireland centre stage 

in the midst of the Brexit crisis. It praised the commissioning of a new 

drama, and its success in terms of literary adaptation, acting, directing 

and production. Four Stars. What did they mean adaptation? Did they 

think he’d cribbed Lady Gregory’s version?  The tone was more 

respectful than wowed.  

There were a few more inconsequential postings; then things dried up for 

a while. When the station re-opened Ciaran went in and bought all the 

early papers. As he began on newsprint, he drained the half-bottle and ate 

his second pork pie. There would be coffee soon. 

The Telegraph said that the Festival had played with fire but come off 

unscorched. It claimed that re-setting the Ossian stories in the Irish Civil 

War was a masterstroke that had made the whole venture worthwhile. 

Divisive nationalism had been exposed for its hollow rhetoric and 
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murderous tendencies. Everyone was praised in a Five Star rave. Sym 

was right after all. Bully for The Telegraph. 

The Guardian was next in line, with the first qualifying note. It 

acknowledged the production qualities, and the epic spectacle, but 

denounced the play’s concept of Ireland as outdated and retrograde. Who 

could honestly put the contemporary Ireland of same sex marriage and 

abortion rights in the mould of Finn, Diarmaid and Grainnhe? Ciaran 

would have been in full agreement, if he had meant to write about Ireland 

in the first place. There was a lot more on Brexit and competing versions 

of nationalism. Finally, the reviewer praised the direction and the writing 

and awarded a grudging Four Stars. 

It was down to Angie Fry now, if her title was up for posting before 

Sunday. And they were. No use being a lap behind the rest of the pack. 

First, she praised the dramatic verve and sweep of the production - a 

Festival epic worthy of the name. So far, so good. Then she described the 

modern Irish setting as a theatrical coup that had been kept secret to the 

last. Either the author and company had intended this from the start or 

there had been an unexpected change of direction. The behind scenes 

story might be as dramatic as the onstage one, she implied. However, this 

was a must-see production, and she talked up the importance of the 

Festival and the Royal Lyceum taking a risk on new work. For such an 

early career writer it was a game-changing breakthrough. Five Stars. 

Superior and knowing in tone, but five was five.  

Ciaran was collateral benefit in a defence of Peter Meldrum. Others 

repeated the same points. The playwright had come off unscathed.  

What Ciaran had tried to achieve went unnoticed, but what had survived 

in this slewed substitute had escaped censure. He lived to fight another 

day, and by Christ he would fight with more cunning and suspicion than 

he had ever thought likely. Putting the papers in a recycle bin, Ciaran 

bought his ticket home, and made for the Low Level, coffee in hand. He 

had jouked hell, but there was a hard purgatory road ahead. 

§ § § 
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