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Prsentation de |'diteurCorduroy Mansions, Pimlico is an oasis of old-fashioned civilisation, its inhabitants
considerate and peace-loving. But beneath the polite exterior seismic change is stirring.Barbara Ragg makes
an eye-popping discovery about her stolid Scottish suitor's past, while Oedipus Snark - newly appointed and

tirelessly self-interested Government Minister - has a close encounter in Switzerland that leaves him a new
man all together. Then plucky canine Freddie de la Hay goes missing, and his owner, widower William
French, is so shaken by an unexpected declaration of love that he seriously considers making a
disappearance himself.Goodhearted, well-intentioned but often to be found barking up the wrong tree, the
residents of Corduroy Mansions remain athoroughly entertaining example to us all.Extraitl. The Only
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Unpleasant Liberal DemocratOedipus Snark had a number of distinctionsin thislife. Thefirst of theseand
perhaps the most remarkablewas that he was, by common consent, the only truly nasty Liberal Democrat
Member of Parliament. Thiswas not just an accolade bestowed upon him by journalistsin search of an
amusing soubriquet, it was a judgement agreed upon by all those who knew him, including, most notably,
his mother. Berthea Snark, a well-known psychoanalyst who lived in a small, undistinguished mews house
behind Corduroy Mansions, had tried very hard to love her son, but had eventually given up, thus joining
that minuscule groupmothers who cannot abide their sons. So rare is the phenomenon, and so willing are
most mothers to forgive their sons any shortcoming, that this demographicthat isto say, in English, these
peopleis completely ignored by marketeers. And that, as we al know, isthe real test of significance. If
marketeers ignore you, you are not worth bothering about; you are nothing; you areto put it brutallya
nondemographic. So intense was Bertheas distaste for her son that she had once seriously contemplated
arranging a DNA test to see whether there was any chance that Oedipus had been mixed up with her real
infant in hospital and given to the wrong mother. She knew that this was clutching at straws, but she had
read about such errorsin a popular psychology magazine and concluded that there was a chance, just a
chance, that it had happened to her. The author of the article had for years researched the psychological
profile of those who had lived alarge part of their life under afalse belief asto the identity of their father
and had only later discovered the mistake. In the course of discussing this not entirely uncommon problem,
the author had casually mentioned two cases of arather different error, where the woman thought to be
mother was discovered not to be mother after all.One of these cases had been of a boy who had been given
by his mother to her sister in an act of generosity. The donor, who had six children already, had decided that
her childless sisters need for a baby was greater than her own and had generouslyand not without some
reliefdonated this seventh child. It had worked to the satisfaction of all, and when the truth slipped outas the
truth sometimes does in spite of our best effortsto conceal itthe reaction of the boy, now ayoung man of
eighteen, had been admirable. There had been no recriminations, or sense of betrayal: he had gone straight to
the florist, purchased alarge bouquet of flowers and handed it to the woman who he had assumed all those
yearswas his real mother. Love, he had written on the accompanying card, is thicker than blood.Berthea
could not imagine Oedipus doing such athing. In fact, she found it difficult to remember when her son had
last given her a present; not that she held it against him, even if she had noted it as a point that she might at
least touch upon in a suitable chapter of the unauthorised biography of him that she was currently writing.
And here was the second of hisdistinctions: there are few, if any, examples of hostile biographies written by
mothers. Berthea, though, was well advanced in her plans, and the manuscript of the work provisionally
entitled My Son Oedipus was already two hundred and ten typewritten pages long.Those pages took us only
asfar asthe end of Oedipuss schooldays. He had been sent to boarding school when he was ten, spending a
short time at a very dubious prep school in the West Country before winning a scholarship to Uppingham.
The prep school, now closed down by the authorities, was found to be a moneylaundering scheme dreamed
up by an Irish racehorse owner; and while the boys were for the most part entirely happy (not surprisingly,
given that the headmaster took them to the racetrack three times a week), their education left agreat deal to
be desired. Oedipus, though, had thrived, and had won the Uppingham scholarship by arranging for another
boy at the school, an intellectual prodigy, to impersonate him in the scholarship examination. This had the
desired result and brought, rather to the surprise of his mother, an offer of afull scholarship, covering the
cost of tuition and boarding.l know Im failing as a mother, Berthea confessed to afriend at the time. Im
perfectly aware of that. But, quite frankly, much as | love my son, Im aways relieved when Oedipus goes
off to school. | know | shouldnt feel this, but itsas if agreat load is lifted from my shoulders each time | see
him off. | feel somehow liberated. Im not surprised, said the friend. And you mustnt reproach yourself. Y our
son isaparticularly unpleasant childlve always thought so. This verdict on Oedipus was shared by almost al
his contemporaries at school. When Berthea had advertised in the school association magazine for
recollectionsno matter how frankof the schooldays of Oedipus Snark, MP, she had been astonished by the
unanimity of opinion. | remember Oedipus Snark quite well, wrote one of her informants. He was the one we
al disliked intensely. Im sorry to have to tell you this, as| gather that youre his mother, but we really
couldnt stand the sight of him. What on earth possessed you to have him? And there was this from another:
Can you give me his current address? | promise | wont pass it on to anybody. | just want to knowfor my own
purposes. Of course, Berthea did not pass on her sons address to that particular correspondent. She did not
want Oedipus to meet any physical misfortune; she wanted him simply to be exposed, to be made to
confront his shortcomings, to accept responsibility. And was there anything wrong with that? she wondered.



Does it make me any the less of a mother for wanting to see justice done? She had thought long and hard
about what it was to be a mother. And from that, inspired by the article she read about disproof of maternity,
the idea came to her that there had been afairly long pause between the point at which Oedipus was taken
from her in the maternity ward and the moment he was returned to her bedside. It was, she remembered, at
least an hour, and during that time, as a nurse informed her, another three babies had been born. Weve been
worked off our feet, Mrs. Snark, said the nurse. Four babiesin two hours! All of them boys. A population
explosion, thats what it is. Berthea now thought: four boys, all lying in those tiny cots they put newborn
babies in; physically indistinguishable, at that age, one from the other; identified only by alittle plastic
bracelet which could so easily dlip off, be picked up and put on the wrong baby. Surely it could happen. Or
was that just wishful thinking?Revue de presseThe true elegance of the McCall Smith novel-writing machine
liesin the fact that for al the comic absurdity of storylines no sooner have we finished with the story of the
reluctant gigolo, for example, than we are being introduced to an English-speaking yeti the stories
themselves have avery sure and sometimes detailed moral sensibility. --The ScotsmanHis thinking is subtle,
his observations of human nature and society acute, his plotting watertight, his characters vivid and his turn
of phrase sometimes astonishingly beautiful and moving. --Sydney Morning Herald



