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The Roup

T WAS THE BIG DAY, AT LAST. The twenty-seventh of Seprember,
1977. The day when everything went under the hammer.

Aroup,’ as the locals in thar corner of Perthshire called it, an old
Scots word for ‘auction.’

‘The windows of the old house stared at the procession of cars on
the driveway, raising white dust. The front doors, thrown open, gawped.
Down that same driveway to Toulfearn had come horse-drawn carriages
and pony-pulled governess-carcs, then the charabanes of visitors, during
that bricf period when the house admitted the tickered public.

“The owners had tried everything clse to make the place pay. The
visitors (6d a time) only brought wear and tear, though, and it wasn't long
before that venture ceased,like all the others.

Then came the Second War, and even leaner times. The Michics'

; Davina, inherited, and the estate became er responsibilty. She
was an only child; her late mother ywas glad enough to call Davina a ‘bluc
stocking,”even though thar wasn'e Davina's description of herself

She married an older man, halfway to the age her father would have
hm. who published poetry books and lived in his mind more than he did
inthe material world. Guy Chapman persuaded his young wife to put in
asmuch of her time in London as she could; whenever they were obliged
@ come up to Scoland he tried to cope, as well s an unreformed urbanite

with the rural marters which preoccupicd her at Cambeg,

Everything Davina Chapman wrote, fition and belles lettres and
joumalism, was witten to carn moncy, which she would spend on keeping
shehouse jus in st of decent repaie. g v beyond her
. She was up against something worse e ta i ce—siewas
in the teeth of some invincible force of nature.
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‘The house would ultimarely get the berter of her, she was sure,

because e el becrayed. Once it used to have gamous, an aurasbout . I

in the same b d the Placc o' Machers,

(K'quhan). The fancy-d Fihe

past, when the trees were festooned with Chinese lanterns, were sillralked

about. The oms used to echo with silvery chatter and laughter: lots of
laugher.

d he house. She wrote

sskous novel, She wrote comie character shecches or a newspape, and
seccled them for American and Canadian magasines.She went laces, and
wiote them up into travel d o explain

their eccentric customs to m good folk of Baltimorc and St. Louis and
Calgary, Alberta. She tried fantasy. A romantic bodice-ripper. A children's
story book, and a second. She dabbled with a lrtle horror. She published
a brief history of the house isclf, and archive photographs appeared in the
press to publicize it. She wrote on subjects she knew litde abou, such as
racing and (cven less) fashion. At a couple of schools in the Eastern States

G
to communicate their thoughts via the page. She wrote plays and talks for
BBC radio in London.

She did just about bloody everything.

Toca e o ur the house, meaning the tenants o
share half ith ! fun of
i85, 4nd e was el 0 be i of such disgreible peogle

She carried on.

‘When Guy died and she found herself alone again, she tried to find
consolation in the house. But it scemed to be punishing her. There were
voices trapped inside ever room: her mother, her fachers, her fathers
Borders cousins' who used to come abour the place

Toulfearn was a house of moods. Sometimes it became as silent a3
morgue, and she had to wrn on the radio to hear human voices and cheer
herell up. From ousid,oncesulighs movedof the Fade, he

1 was ing to cam money. You made p i you mmt:d other
and, hem, while all i foryou a e
of the dnvrway Didn't you hear what | just said? You were too busy s
yourself, trying to catch every word of praise you could, indulging )wmf'
your selfsh lterary life. Oh, what was the goddam poine? It was hopeless
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Then hone and dialled the number
oFthe smse ek, | huvt  puopery 1 wih to pic on the murket ™

She had t0 wait another five months before  sale was concluded.
. The buyer beat down on price. He was a Perth businessman, called
distributor, and local

boy mldg good. (Or peshape not all‘good.” Some people oundabour had
long memories, and remembered ralk of rubber cheques and loans on the
never-never swect-talked out of old ladies.)

Now his name regularly appeared in the press as a benefactor, given
to publicity-attracting dum:l:l: concerns. But first and foremost Ken

erty was a man of commer

He wanted Toulfear's land, b arble and wild, andalo s sock
of timber, He only viewed
spent no longer than twenty minutes briskly passing through the rooms.
she would vacate the premises in another couple of

months’
"Il be  wrench,” Davina Chapman said, but fet she was being
only halF-honest abou the mater.

Only atiny fraction of what was in the house would fitno a com-
pact apartment in Edinburgh. It was difficult to choose what to take and
whit t0 eave, and so it seemed casicr to Davina to put everything, all the
contents, up for sale, and to start from scratch with new purchases, a new
ook o her lfe altogether.
News of a sale of contents spread quickly across the county. The
ascioners were besicged by enquiries

ion. A couple of dozen
;qkm admitted cvery hous. The foorboards ;.med with the unac-
mwm them. The doors rasped, which was her way of

(The east bedroom.) The chill on the top floor intensified in the
dormitory; called the long room: a room for long maids, someone
d, but the laughter that followed didn't heat things up any. Tiles
ed down the roof for no apparent reason; water pipes rartled nois-
de their casings as the public availed themselves of WCs and wash
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“There was a sense for some, for those attuned to atmospherics, that
e e 6 h ) e

though they weren't as unserdled as the house isclf.

 the years, s one generation inherited from another, the house
had become grander, It acquired batddements, a couple of round turets,
even a couple of caryatids by the front door. The style was a mishmash.
Pevsners architectural guidebook described the property, settled in its
hollow, as “nursing pretensions.” Red creeper covered the walls like a decp
guilty blush, but those two aloof caryatids scemed to be agrecing berween
theit stony selves: better to nurse sodding pretensions than not to aspire at
all.

The sale was to be held in the largest room, which was—or had
been—the drawing-room.

The carpets had been lifted, and some of the furniture removed to
other rooms. An impromptu platform was constructed from orange boxes,
50 that the auctioncer at his podium could be seen from the very back.

The publicsatin rows, mostlyon the folding chairs provided. Some
in labelled

of th
il Whlh et 5 1 e e
“There were so many people present that they were also having to
stand, dm loucher oncs lcaning with arms crossd sgainst the wlk.
d close, even with pen, and it was
gmmg warmer all the time.

ot b dh

only for the dining-room~—the original buikder had been half Iish, with
. . B

jerry
a dance o ceilidh.) Occasionall in the past as many as sixty might be en-
tertained in this room, although it was considered a squash. Today, by two
o'clock, there was a crowd of at least onc hundred and twenty. As the sk
ot underway;a few sared o lcave—the disappointed ones,ourbid—but

By half-past two, there must h hundred and fifty: Those who had
been able to get hold of a isc R oy Afaine, and finty
troubling, miasma of dust hung in the ai, kepe in its place for decades by
the carpets and fel underlay and by the quict ways of the owners.
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The auctioneer encouraged his audience to bid, consulted his an-
notated running order, whispered to his aide and nodded to the job men,
aimed as high as he could with the prices—*This s a very rare opportunity.
wown....,” he would chivwy the punters—and brought the hammer thun-
dering down on 0 his gavel with just a hint of last-moment reluctance.
“Sold f0....” The name was taken by another assistant, or jotted down by
the purchaser and sent steerage, but by that time they were on to the next
lox.

One after another the possessions were sold. Those which fell be-
low their reserve price were sold also, because the vendor had pur in a late
instruction that nothing should be lefr.

At a cerin point Davina Chapman, née Michic, appeared in
person, once she knew that it was oo late and proceedings couldn' be
halted, she must cither continue walking about the garden or come inside
and face the music. As she entered the room, heads turned and there was a
gencral—sympathetic—shifeing of feet and a deferential inching of chairs
forwards or back or sideways. No (she smiled), no thank you, she woulda't

hair, she would j d here quietly on the sidelines, thank you,
and watch, watch sadly but as courageously as she could.

“The dacoih

ingof the chairs. The auctioneer paused, ki sge of the di
in the room o drink from a tumbler of water and o clear his throat.
Another cighty-odd lots to go. While intending bidders waited, cill
ey got wichin a shout of their own number, they looked about them. Soon
allthis would be gone. The contents, the ambience—and perhaps also the
‘house. Before the sale gor under way, rumours were being passed around
from tow (o row, that the new owner might decide to pull the house down.
Actoss Scotland unmanageable houses were being demolished, because it
was the simplest way. They were too big for modem families to live in,
forall the return you were likely to get on your money you might as
‘well stand on  street corner handing out fifty pound banknotes to perfect
strangers. Better to be decisive about the matter. Cut your losses. Raze the

- Noonecould read Ken Docherty's mind thisafternoon. But his eyes
were perusing the room in a thoughtful way: a if he couldn't quite believe

s good forcune, or as if he was aware of his own treachery, because in an-

b ! time th uld be gone. Alternatively, he
educe costs even more, by simply abandoning the house and letring
tot. His two uncles had been fircbrand communists in their time, and
their nephew would have been content for their sakes to witness
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every day—in the form of crumbling stone and mortar—the downfall of a
degencrate class.

There they all were, collected in that one space, the drawing-room
which had been the grandest room in a grand house.

They were all there for the roup. The nosey parkers—and the ones
who had fost out on purchasing the estate—and the antiques dealers who
wanted to buy as cheap as they could—and the sneery folk who had always
consdered the Michis gor above themsclves—and the National Truse

d filed years ago, thar the Trusc
vakc it on—and some of the spongers who had accepted the Chapmans’
hospitality, when the going was good and the weather was fair—and the
new owner plus Mark I wife, with their broad smirks, smugly satisfed with
their achievement—and a handful of reainers of yore, the ones who had
demanded to have their wages upped in the new Peace and who had only.
helped to hasten the inevitable.

There they all were. None of them, not one, was a friend to the
house.

hi bl cl &

h fplay on
in1977.
The windows continued o stare, but now seemed to be staring,
inwardly. The two stone caryatids, on cither side of the front doors, might
have been turning to look at one another—and possibly did—with both
alarm and resignation chisclled on their stately faces.

First, a cracking noise. And then the chairs tip over as floorboards

and more of the floor gives way: People grab on to cach other,or take fstils
of empry air. A pit opens up and swallows them. Everyone who has come
o triumph, to gloat, down they go! Those who thought they were rid
the house, one way or another, et them rue their complacency!

foulfearn performs the ultimate party trick it implodes s

lady.

Louder than the yells and shricks and human cacophony, thel
s rip, splitting it sides with laughter.
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