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Later that night, I sat alone in the resident’s bar of the hotel. The reception was drawing to a close, and so caught up in the reaction of Paddy to his son had I been, that I didn’t even bother trying to chase after any of the lonely, single women that were pitifully sitting on the edge of the dance-floor as the ballads played. I positioned myself on a stool at the bar, my only company a large Bunnahabin and Len, the ageing night porter who cleaned the bar absent-mindedly. 


‘Need to keep myself busy,’ he said as I moved my glass for the third time in ten minutes. I smiled half-heartedly. ‘Are you with the wedding?’ 


‘Yeah,’ I sighed. 


‘Bride or Groom?’ 


‘Well I’m not the Bride if that’s what you’re inferring?’ 


‘No, I meant do you know the Bride or the Groom.’ 


‘The Groom’s my old flatmate.’ As much as I wanted to stay quiet and moody at the end of the bar, there was a pleasantness about Len that demanded I speak to him. 


‘Are you married yourself?’ 


‘No,’ I replied. ‘Got more sense than that.’ 


‘I know what you mean. I was married for a while, back in the seventies. Didn’t last long. She ran off with my best mate.’ 


‘Sorry.’ 


‘Why are you sorry? I’d be sorrier for him, the poor bastard. It gave me my freedom back. I’d been in the navy before I got married, so I joined up again. Girl in every port, you know what I mean?’ Len winked. He didn’t exactly look the type to have slept his way around the globe. 


‘Any regrets?’ 


‘Not really. Although, I suppose it would have been nice to have children.’ Children. The brief distraction of thinking about a younger Len chatting up girls of different nationalities ended, and my thoughts returned to Paddy and his boys. ‘Now I’m older, it’d be nice to have somebody to spend holidays with. I’ve got a lady friend who I go to see now and again, but there is nothing quite like family is there?’ 


Len was disturbed by a bell ringing in the hotel reception, while I was left to contemplate why there appeared to be a conspiracy in Pitlochry to make me feel lonely and unloved. Perhaps Stuart was right, I thought. No man is an island. But as I began to lose myself in self-pity, I heard a crash near the bar entrance. I strained my neck to see what had happened and caught sight of Stuart lying on the floor, a large plant pot blocking the entrance to the elevator. Emily stood over him, silently fuming at her husband’s inebriation. She turned and caught me looking at them. 


‘A little help?’ I begrudgingly got off my stool and walked towards the entrance. Stuart was rising to his feet as I arrived. Emily holding him steady. 


‘I’m going to bed,’ he stammered and turned towards the elevator. He pressed the call button and leaned on the doors. 


‘I’m sorry,’ Emily said to me. ‘Go back to your drink. I can deal with him from here.’ 


‘It’s okay; I’ll give you a hand.’ As we spoke, the doors opened and Stuart fell face first into the elevator. I propped open the doors, lifted him beneath his arms and Emily, Stuart and I took the elevator to the third floor. 


Once inside Stuart and Emily’s room, Stuart collapsed onto the bed. He was almost immediately unconscious. 


‘Rick challenged him to some shots,’ Emily explained. ‘You know how competitive Stuart gets.’ 


‘Hmmm. Well I better leave you to it. Goodnight.’ I didn’t want to hang around. I just wanted to get back to my drink in the bar. 


‘I haven’t seen you for the last couple of hours,’ she said as I opened the door. ‘Where’ve you been?’ 


‘Just thinking.’ 


‘Thinking or drinking?’ 


‘Both.’ I smiled. I stepped out into the corridor. 


‘Where are you going now?’ 


‘I’ve got a large malt downstairs on the bar and a relatively comfortable stool with my arse grove on it to see to.’ I took a couple of steps away from the door. Emily stood in the door frame. 


‘Fancy some company?’ I looked at her, and she looked over her shoulder at Stuart passed out across the bed. ‘He’s not going anywhere and I could do with a chat.’ I paused. I wasn’t really in the mood for company. ‘It’s been ages since we caught up.’ 


‘Come on then.’ 


Emily and I knew each other for a couple of years before I introduced her to Stuart. She was my personal assistant and the best personal assistant I’ve ever had. But more than that over the years we worked together, we became pretty good friends and a really good team. She used to tell me when I was being a tyrant in the office and would contribute good ideas to help the business. When she left to work at the Scottish Parliament I felt like somebody had cut off my right arm I was so lost. So we started to meet up for lunch every week under the premise of helping with the transition, but in reality, it was an excuse to catch up. 


‘Red wine,’ Emily said as Len pottered down the bar to take our order. ‘Do you want to split a bottle?’ 


‘I’m not staying up long.’ 


‘Come on Tristan. We haven’t talked properly for ages.’ 


‘Okay. A bottle of the Chilean Pinot Noir please Len.’ 


‘Very good, Mr. Sheppard,’ Len replied, disappearing to go and fetch a bottle. 


‘Len? Mr. Sheppard? How long have you been sitting here that you know the barman so well.’ 


‘Long enough.’ Len returned with two glass and the bottle of wine. He poured a little into Emily’s glass and allowed her to taste it. She nodded and he poured two generous glasses and then left the bottle. 


‘Are you still sulking?’ Emily asked as we carried our drinks over to two armchairs that faced one another. 


‘I’m fine,’ I lied. ‘I’m just not in the mood for yet another wedding.’ 


‘I know the feeling. There have been far too many of them lately. All I want to do is curl up in front of the fire and watch shit TV on a Saturday night instead of squeezing myself into these things.’ Emily slipped off her shoes and sighed in relief as they hit the ground. She tucked her legs beneath her, settled in the armchair and cradled the glass of wine between the fingers of her right hand. ‘I thought you’d be tucked up in bed with some lovely lady by now.’ 


‘After the lecture you gave me earlier?’ 


‘So you are sulking?’ 


‘No. What can I say? Sometimes even I fail,’ I replied in a tone that was neither whimsical nor arrogant. I couldn’t shake the morose feeling, despite the company of Emily. I gazed at the back bar display in an attempt to diffuse anything that resemble conversation. 


 ‘I am sorry about before,’ Emily said reaching forward and touching my knee. ‘I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. You’re only having fun and God knows after what Sam did to you, you deserve it.’ 


‘What is it with you people and Sam?’ I asked. Emily sat back in her chair, shocked. ‘It was a long time ago. Two years to be precise. I’m over it.’ 


‘Sounds like it.’ 


‘I’m just tired of people bringing it up. Of people thinking I need help to find somebody because my ex-girlfriend left me. I’m in my thirties, I own my own business, I relatively good-looking and I enjoy life. Why would I need to be set up with somebody?’ 


‘Stuart?’ Emily understood what I was getting at. Every time I was invited around to their house, every time there was an event or an evening out, Stuart would try to set me up with somebody. ‘He can be a pain, but his heart is in the right place.’ 


‘Shame his brain isn’t. I’ve told him time and time again, not to set me up with anymore of your friends, but he doesn’t listen. Then he gives me all this crap about why am I so cynical about love. It’s not love I’m cynical about. I believe in love, I believe in marriage and all of the other clichés that Hollywood has rammed down our throats. I don’t believe in people. Love and marriage are grand things. They’re what people strive for until they get them. Then they just want something else.’ 


‘Ignore him, Tristan. He’s just...’ 


‘An interfering busy body?’ 


‘He’s a lot of things,’ Emily sighed. ‘Arrogant, insecure, jealous...’ She stopped, and then appeared to shake herself out of her thoughts. A fake smile on her face, she continued. ‘He just wants you to meet somebody so we can all go out together as a foursome.’ I didn’t believe it, and judging by her expression, neither did she. 


‘Are you sure about that? 


‘He’s over that whole, you and I being friends thing. He knows there’s nothing more than friendship in it.’ Again, there was a doubt in my mind. 


‘Not surprising really. We hardly see each other anymore.’ 


‘Why is that?’ Emily asked. 


‘I don’t know,’ I replied, offering Emily a refill, which she accepted. ‘I’ve been busy I guess.’ 


‘You’ve always been busy,’ she laughed. ‘How are you getting on without Jackie?’ Jackie was Emily’s replacement as my personal assistant. She was on maternity leave. 


‘Not great,’ I replied, pulling a sour face. ‘Jackie’s replacement is, well, let’s just say, it’s lucky she’s pretty.’ 


‘Oh. What’s she done?’ 


‘We were doing a commercial for rum in Barbados so I asked her to book flights to get the models and the crew and all the equipment out there.’ 


‘And?’ 


‘They ended up in Bahrain. It cost me a couple of thousand pounds but we got them there eventually.’ 


‘Anybody can make a mistake,’ Emily said, suppressing a laugh. 


‘That’s not all. We were bidding for a diversity contract for colleges. I asked he to send the proofs of some of the print ads we’d mocked up over to the principal of one of the colleges. She gets on the phone to Trent and Jacob, you know the guys from the gay biker shoot? Sends them over to the principal. She thought I said ‘poofs’ not ‘proofs’. Needless to say we lost that campaign.’ At this point Emily was choking on her wine. 


‘How long is Jackie going to be off for?’ 


‘Another six months. She had a little boy about three months ago. She’s bringing him in next week.’ I paused. Emily was still laughing. ‘Come back. Come and work for me again.’ 


‘What?’ Her laughter stopped. 


‘I’ll pay you an extra ten grand on top of what you’re getting.’ 


‘Tristan, I wouldn’t work for you again.’ 


‘Why not? We had fun didn’t we?’ 


‘You had fun. I was doing a sixty, seventy hour week. Running errands for you, taking phone calls at six in the morning from photographers on location. I can’t do that if I’m...’ Emily stopped and bit her lip. 


‘If you’re what?’ She took a drink of her wine. 


‘Stuart wants to have kids.’ I sat back in my chair, thought for a moment. 


‘But you don’t.’ 


‘I didn’t say that.’ 


‘But you did say that Stuart wanted kids. If you wanted kids, then you would have said we want kids, or I want to have kids. But you didn’t, so therefore I can presume that you don’t but Stuart does.’ 


‘You’ve really missed you calling, Tristan. You should have been a psychologist,’ she quipped. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to have kids. I just don’t want them now.’ She looked at me with a hint of sadness. I leaned forward, resting my glass on the side table. 


‘What’s wrong? I mean, truthfully, what’s wrong?’ 


‘Nothing, nothing,’ Emily dismissed my concerns, but I knew her better than that. And she knew that too. ‘Remember a couple of years ago. The night I came around to your flat.’ I remembered the night only too well. ‘It’s that. I’m not convinced I made the right decision.’ 


‘About what?’ I asked, my heart pounding in my throat. ‘You made a few decisions that night.’ 


‘I mean about Stuart,’ she said, touching her hand to mine. I was sure she could feel my pulse racing. I took a deep breath and looked her in the eye. Whether it was the alcohol or sadness, her eyes reddened, filled with tears. I exhaled loudly, rubbed my forehead. 


‘You made the right decision,’ I finally said. Emily leant forward and kissed me on the cheek. 


‘You’re a good man, Tristan Sheppard.’ It was little consolation. ‘I think I better go to bed now,’ she added, wiping a tear from her cheek. She rose and picked up her shoes. I stood and helped her up. We hugged, briefly. ‘Good night.’ 


‘Emily, can I ask you a question?’ She waited. ‘Do you think I’d make a good father?’ 


‘I think you should stop drinking and go to bed too, Tristan,’ she replied with a smile. 


‘Good night, Emily.’ I picked up the bottle of wine and headed back to the bar. Len was wiping it down again. I watched Emily as she waited for the elevator, shoes in her hand, as she entered the elevator she looked across at me and smiled. 


‘Len,’ I said pouring the last of the bottle into my glass. ‘I’m an idiot.’ 


‘You certainly are, Mr. Sheppard,’ he replied with a wink. 

