
Midsummer Pause 

Saturday 20.06.2020. Lockdown, Day 90.   

It’s midsummer night, and at eight o’clock, the sun shines, still warm on my window. 
Summer solstice. It means ‘the sun stops’. The world pauses. 


Even here, right next to the Grassmarket, just three months ago the hub of the city’s 
night-time economy, a Mecca for stag and hen do’s. Locked down.


Listen to the pause.


My ears tune in to birdsong, and for the nth time since lockdown, I resolve to learn bird 
calls. Make some use of the free time. I can pick out a utilitarian cheep-cheep, and the 
leisurely phrasing that I think is a blackbird. Occasionally, groups of seagulls swoop and 
whirl across my window with explosions of ballsy cawing. They’re considered vermin 
here, but I can’t help liking their hutzpah. Like me, they are common migrants from the 
coast, and there have been plenty of migrants into the Old Town over the centuries. 
Maybe they think the high tenements are sea cliffs, with wee niches for their nests.


I have my own wee niche, three floors up. In this stair, there’s only me, and Jim and Gwen 
holding on in the ground floor flat. Since I moved here six years ago, the stair’s been 
hollowed out by landlords buying up flats for holiday lets. I’ve done it myself, put my 
spare room up on Airbnb when I needed a bit of extra cash. I met some nice folk - a shy 
Indian couple who taught me how to make proper chai, buttery and delicately spiced, an 
American woman who sat, patiently teaching my granddaughter Lucy to sew patchwork 
squares. And others, of course, who claimed they’d ‘done Edinburgh’ over a weekend 
stay. All these flats below me have been abandoned these three months, longing for some 
human life. It’s like living at the top of one of those Jenga towers, bricks taken out from 
below, one by one, until I just have to trust the resilience of the block to keep on holding 
me up, perched here in my eyrie, without ballast of known neighbours below, ill-protected 
from any wind that comes wheeching down Kings Stables Road.


*****




It’s nine o’clock now, and still the sun shines.


Without the weekly rhythm of work, without the weekend hum of revelry and pounding 
bass, I have to remind myself it’s Saturday night. 


It’s too quiet.


I realise with a slight surprise that it will be perfectly safe to go out, so I walk, 
unhampered, past boarded-up pubs, the sun soft terracotta and honey-yellow on 
tenement stones. My first sighting: three oversized seagulls, scarpering and squabbling 
over an empty sandwich wrapper, skittering it over the cobblestones. Next: a grey squirrel 
jumps on to a wheelie bin in Warden’s Close. There’s poor pickings tonight: no dropped 
peanuts, no half-finished fish suppers forgotten on benches.


It’s deserted around the Covenanters’ Memorial, stopping point, in the time before, for 
walking tours of prodigious sizes - up to eighty, I’d guess, with varying levels of spraff 
from the guides. Nearby, one of the silent disco tours would be spreading out, twenty 
grown men and women boogying together to music pumped into headphones by a 
smooth-talking guide. I sound jaded, and I don’t like myself for it. Ironically, I moved here 
for the social mix, and for the life and colour that visitors bring, but more recently, the 
daily influx of ever-new people has been out of kilter, an invasion of our already fragile 
community. 


I look around, grasping at a memory. A neighbour once took me through a narrow close 
near here, behind one of these shops, to see a magnificent fig tree, spreading across a 
whole wall of a tiny courtyard. I thought then how the Old Town could be a network of 
places like this, nurtured spaces where people live and meet. I’ve never managed to find 
it again. The neighbour moved away shortly after, looking for some peace in the suburbs.


I climb the wide curve of West Bow, and on to Victoria Street, genuinely picturesque with 
its wee bijou shops, each brightly painted its own primary colour. All of them closed for a 
full quarter-year now, and I wonder if they can survive. In a couple of minutes, I’m turning 
on to the Royal Mile, then, climbing just a bit further, I’m on Castle Rock, the solid reality 
of the Castle confronting me over the flat expanse of the Esplanade. Normally, they’d be 
erecting hefty steel frames here, seating for big name concerts and the Tattoo that would 



keep us awake throughout July and August. But tonight, the Esplanade is a vast, empty 
platform suspended above the city, only a cyclist in sleek Lycra, checking his mobile 
phone, and another walker, taking a selfie with Bruce and Wallace at the Castle gates. 


I look back fondly down the Royal Mile, this ramshackle old thoroughfare that has linked 
the Castle to the abbey, then palace, at Holyrood for at least eight hundred years. For 
centuries, the Mile was home to everyone, kings and beggars, scholars and clerics, 
merchants and candlestick makers, washerwomen and ladies of the night. And Janet 
Stewart, a poor woman of Canongate who, knowing something of plants, made teas to 
ease her neighbours through pregnancy, and potions to cure the flux, and got burnt at the 
stake for her pains, right here on Castle Rock.


When the crush and stench became intolerable, the City Fathers borrowed massively to 
build an ‘élite suburb’ to keep the wealthy within the city. I walk over to see it now, a bird’s 
eye view of the New Town, its ashlar symmetry yellow-soft this evening, counterpointed 
by squares bursting with summer green. A duchess, relieved to leave her Royal Mile 
apartment, savoured her New Town townhouse, her ‘house within itself’, where she could 
entertain her guests in elegant privacy. Yet I wonder if she ever missed something of the 
Old Town, its market stalls and oyster bars and public squares where all classes met and 
shopped and gossiped together, its coffee houses where the Enlightenment thinkers 
defended their new ideas with anyone who cared to debate with them?


‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ The other walker has joined me, and with a graceful gesture her hand 
sweeps over the city and beyond to the Forth and the rolling green of Fife. 


I agree. ‘Lovely time of day for a walk, too.’


‘Yes, I’ve been taking the hour of exercise we are allowed in the evening, so I can enjoy 
this light. I live just over there on Heriot Row.’ Like me, my new companion is beyond the 
bloom of youth, but, unlike me, she looks slender and elegant in her expensive walking 
gear. I smile inwardly at the thought that even New Town ladies take selfies these days.


We exchange a minute’s polite conversation. Before she leaves, she remarks, ‘I wonder 
what will happen to the Old Town? When I was young, my mother wouldn’t let my sisters 



and I come up here, it was so rough. Now it’s all tartan tat shops and ghost tours. Yet it’s 
sad to see it so quiet and forlorn.’ 


I sense my smile tighten as we say our goodbyes. After her move, the duchess’s old two-
floor apartment gradually got subdivided into a dozen ‘single ends’ that together housed 
up to a hundred people. As the Mile and the valley below became a place of small 
industry and cheap rents, those who had remained were joined by waves of economic 
migrants from Ireland and the Highlands. What had been simply ‘Edinburgh’ became the 
‘Old Town’, a place of cramped squalor and industry and perceived danger.


There’s an evening chill coming on now. Before I leave, I look south, leaning forward over 
the balustrade to take in the Grassmarket below. The terraces dug into the steep rock 
face below me were already ancient when the medieval kings had their orchards and herb 
gardens on them. Maybe that explains the acres of pink valerian that’s spread itself on the 
scrubby rock just below me. In times before, and before, and before, there was an Iron 
Age settlement here, and another on Arthur’s Seat a mile distant. At the foot, the hollow 
that’s now the Grassmarket was marsh and burn, with good hunting and fishing for the 
folk on the Rock. 


I look over to my flat, the windows glowing in the last of the sun. I can just pick out my 
bird feeders, within a sparrowhawk’s line of sight.  


I retrace my steps in the reluctant dusk, and sleep, dreaming of endless closes that twist 
and turn, leading only to more closes; somewhere there’s a clamour of voices from the 
past, but I seek out a tiny, fig-smothered courtyard that just eludes me.


*****


Sunday 21.06.2020. Lockdown, Day 91.  

‘Aye, ye’ll be wearin’ camouflage soon, Chrissie!’ Jim takes a pause from his digging, 
easing his joints and raising one eyebrow in mock scorn. ‘An’ prowlin’ roond the corners 
o’ the Grassmarket wi’ yer binoculars up tae yer face.’




I feign nonchalance and carry on digging a hole big enough to accommodate a healthy 
courgette plant. ‘I know you think I’m the wild woman o’ West Port, Jim. But I’m happy 
just to plouter about here and listen to the birdsong.’ I have to raise my voice slightly, as 
I’m gardening at a good two metres distance from them. The social distancing dance has 
become second nature to us. 


‘Dinnae listen tae him Chrissie,’ says Gwen. ‘He loves this place too. Ye ken what he said 
when he came in last weekend? “We find oor wildlife in the cracks,” was what he said! 
What wis it again, Jim? Ye saw a thrush wi’ a snail in its beak, knockin’ the snail against a 
stone to crack the shell? Just here, in the garden?’


We all laugh, and Jim returns to his digging. The three of us are doing our weekly Sunday 
afternoon stint at the community garden, a minute’s walk from our block. It’s a steeply 
terraced space that a group of local people have been gardening for eight years or so, but 
it’s got a much older pedigree. Over a hundred years ago, a coterie of volunteers around 
the ecologist and town planner Patrick Geddes made a garden in this derelict site for 
what they called ‘the children in the dark spaces of the Old Town’. There are older people 
still living in the neighbourhood who call the space the ‘Geddes Garden’, like a whisper 
through time.


‘How has your week been?’ I ask, aware that while my lockdown has been a luxury of 
reflection and noticing, theirs is still bloody hard. Jim and Gwen are both key workers, 
heroes of lockdown.


‘Things on the Covid ward are gettin’ a bit quieter now.’ Gwen tells me. She’s a hospital 
auxiliary. ‘But we had a death on Wednesday, a man just in his sixties who hadn’t seen his 
family for three weeks. So it’s good to get Jim’s news every night. Some things seem to 
be openin’ up.’


We rely on Jim to bring us news from afar: his postman’s beat is in a suburb three miles 
away. ‘Aye, they’re still havin’ their “gin by the bin” every Saturday! They tell me they’ve 
got music goin’, and some of them are doin’ socially distanced disco dancin’. But there’s 
loneliness there too. There’s plenty that have seen nobody since lockdown started. I seem 
tae be the only person they talk tae fae one day tae the next. An’ there’s a wee laddie in a 
block o’ flats that I kick a ball wi‘ for a minute or two every mornin’. He’s been kickin’ it 



around, wi’ naebody tae play wi’ for three months. It’s his mother that’s the heroine, no’ 
me.’ 


We carry on gardening in companionable silence for a while. I watch a worm wriggle away 
from my trowel. Jim seems to have got interested in something. He says ’Ye know, I think 
thae bees are guardin’ that bird box.’  


‘Just mind yersel’, Jim,’ says Gwen, as he peers into the box, half a dozen bees circling 
close to his head. 


‘Aye, there’s a bees’ nest in there, an’ I think these are guard bees.’ The three of us sit on 
the small terracing wall and watch quietly. There’s a good half-dozen bees doing a 
complex aerial dance close to the box. I close my eyes and breathe in the smells of 
newly-turned soil, some lavender nearby, and a fresher air. It’s quiet, and without the 
insistent noise of traffic from the street, I notice a gentle chatter from the box. They are 
busy in there.


Jim says ‘Look! The workers are comin’ out now, flyin’ straight through the guards.’ I 
follow where he points, ignorant about what he’s telling me, then I see a bee feeding on 
the comfrey flowers, entering one pendant milk-yellow flower from below, then another, 
and another. To my untutored eye, the bee seems quite chubby, striped tawny orange and 
black, with a white bottom. 


‘D’ye know what they are, Jim?’ I ask. He’s punching a question into his Smart phone.


‘I’m pretty sure they’re tree bumble bees. Aye, migrants from other parts of Europe, 
apparently.... The queen bee seeks out a nesting place in spring, and in the UK, it’s 
become common for them to home in on a bird box.... It says here they can get angry, but 
only when the nest is vibrated.’


‘D’ye think we should move the box then?’ asks Gwen. ‘You know Connie and Sam bring 
their kiddies here.’ I’m surprised to find a stirring of fear in my gut too. Fear of the 
unknown, I suppose.




Jim scrolls down. ‘Well, it says that colonies decline naturally by late July. How about we 
WhatsApp the group, tell them to be careful around the bird box?’


We agree, and I sense we’re all relieved that we’re keeping the bees. We carry on sitting in 
the still-strange afternoon stillness, myself at a suitable distance from them, following the 
bees as they work the flowers we’ve grown ourselves. All three of us are missing our 
families - especially our grandchildren, who seem to change between one Zoom call to 
the next. And Gwen and Jim are clearly worn out. But each of us has found some 
consolation and reassurance, maybe even a feeling of privilege, in this migration of bees 
to our wee patch of garden. 


After a while, Jim says ‘Didn’t yer man Geddes say somethin’ aboot bees an’ the Old 
Town, Chrissie?’ Jim likes to pretend he’s sceptical about Geddes, too much of an 
intellectual idealist from a distant past, but he keeps coming back to me with some 
parallel he’s found in the Old Town of the present. 


‘Yeah,’ I say, trying to remember what I’ve read. ‘Geddes was a botanist and he studied 
bees. He thought they were great organisers and builders of communities in small 
spaces. They go out to pollinate plants, then bring back pollen to the hive or the nest. I 
guess he saw the Old Town as contained and small like the bees’ nest, and there’s 
something dynamic about pollination, like the flow of ideas to and from a community.’  


I glance up, expecting to be teased, but Gwen and Jim are in pensive mode, still watching 
the worker bees, so I carry on. ‘The Old Town was a slum when Geddes worked here, 
squalor everywhere, but there was also lots of work. It was a busy place, that had come 
out of a centre of culture. So there’s a dynamic. There’s always change.’


We sit a bit longer, until Gwen rouses herself, and starts to get things ready to leave. Jim 
grins at me as he lumbers up, joints aching, and quotes Geddes directly. ‘Aye, that makes 
sense, Chrissie. “A city is more than just a place in space, it is a drama in time.” Yer man 
knew a thing or two alright. Just look around us.’ 


I wait on the pavement while Gwen locks the gate, and Jim organises some tools. A bit of 
a wind has got up, and the massive red crane at the end of the Cowgate is swinging 
alarmingly, veering from east to west, twice as tall as the already high buildings around it. 



Developers started work on that site just before lockdown, preparing to build yet another 
hotel. Now, the crane hangs there, watchful, beak poised, waiting for someone - council, 
developer, us, who knows? - to make a better choice.


*****


When I get home, I make a quick omelette and some salad. Like a cat, I follow the sun to 
eat it at the sunniest window. One of the pleasures of lockdown has been discovering the 
intimate geography of my own home. I peer down on a cobbled lane lined by old stone 
stables and workshops. There are new-builds too, black and sleek, and I rather like the 
way their shape echoes the old. They were to house a gym, short-term lets, and student 
residences. They are empty of course. The wind rustles an empty drinks can through the 
classily-designed courtyard, and the expensive timber benches remain un-sat-upon. I 
don’t resent these modern buildings at all - they are sympathetic, and the Old Town has 
always been a place that absorbs change like the seasons. I just wish that they were there 
for folk to live in, with families to play with my grandchildren. 


Just above the rooftops, the Rock rises, shady and forbidding, and if I crane my neck, I 
can see the Castle growing out of it, simply there, dour and unassailable.


And this place in space, this drama in time, feels like something worth fighting for. 


There’s a pause in the Old Town. It won’t last long. But it feels pregnant, and full of 
possibilities.


***


