ETO - September 2005 Mystery Shopper feature in Edinburgh.

North of the border again, our mystery shopper was pumped full of coffee and dispatched up to Edinburgh to savour its sexiest shops. 450,000ish folks live there, making the Scottish capital slightly smaller than her plainer sister, Glasgow. Sometimes called the Athens of the North because of its neo-classical architecture, it’s home to a famous military tattoo as well as the world-renowned arts and comedy festival. Sean Connery, Irvine Welsh and Alexander Graham Bell came from there, so visitors can expect a bit of culture, one accent used for every role, heavy drug use, history and science to contrast with the adult shopping. Our roving retail reviewer reports back on Edinburgh’s six shops. Which sounds like I’m typing in a South African accent, but I’m not.

As well as the following, Edinburgh has an Ann Summers Shop (Or ASS as I always shorten it to for my notes) on Princes Street, below the castle. But you already know what that’s like. The Ann Summers, not, perhaps, the castle. This city’s one was a particularly fine example, running an ‘up to 75% off’ sale (reflecting tough times for retail?) but more interesting things can be said about the other shops:

Leather and Lace Fantasies – 8 Drummond Street. OOOO (Four anal beads out of five)

In a side road not far from the High Street I found my first destination: A spacious, open shop with rock music adding atmosphere. On a warm day it was kinda nice to have my skirt blown up by a fan as I walked by floor-to-ceiling dazzling displays of bondage bits, toys (inc. the Top Cat range of jelly vibes, a ponytail plug for £37.50 -too much- and the Hustler skinny-mini g-spot vibrator for £20) and even a naughty cake and medical fetish items in glass cases. Close by were £15 crops from Edward someone, which had ‘Modern Materials, Traditional Values’ on the packaging. I wonder if the traditional values survive being sold in a licensed sex shop? Speaking of the license, the spicy stuff was kept downstairs, reached below a snazzy neon sign. Here was a newsagents worth of magazines, plus DVDs ‘n’ videos. The former were £7.99 for a pack of three, and the latter were £30 each, with a few a little dearer. No obvious deals on these, which included large displays of gay titles and an interesting series called ‘Lubed’. A well laid out, exciting store. 

Leather and Lace Fantasies - 25 Easter Road. OOO

Across to Edinburgh’s east end, where I found another L&LF shop next to ‘Lothian Cat Rescue’, which made me giggle at my own ‘pussy in need’ jokes. This branch is much smaller, and sadly less impressive than it’s sibling, 1½ miles away. Although fully lined with slatwall, there were loads of empty pegs that made reasonable stock levels look patchy. Ten minutes spent pulling some hooks off and sliding product around would make a huge difference to the appearance and atmosphere of this shop. On the DVD wall I found Abi Titmas for £30 (fair price) and opposite, in an odd alcove that may have been a changing room once, a VHS called ‘Joey is one freaky midget’ for the same price. Hardcore magazines were £5.99 and I found an all-metal 4-way restraint for an excellent £34.99. I liked the look of the slim tulip wand (£22) and a solidly made posture collar for £36.50. A real bargain was a slightly battered pillory for £150, which looked worth twice the price. Park Avenue Kung-Fu Master (£90) and pink PVC nurse (£60) outfits tempted me. A good effort, but no prize.  
Private Lines - Elm Row, Leith Walk. OO

15 minutes north from L&LF and subtly slipped into a row of shops, I walked right past this small store without seeing it at first. Dipping in, the first thing to strike me was, sadly, a bit of a smell. It was a hot day (there was a fan, but it wasn’t plugged in) and I guess the decision to keep a big wheelie bin in the corner wasn’t paying off. Next to it was a long wall of sealed magazines (Danish Erotica £10, World of Dominated TVs £15) plus DVDs (£30, £15 exchange) and VHS videos (£40, £20 exchange, including Shayla’s House of Bondage and lots of GGG titles). Above were a good choice of dolls and on the wall opposite was a fine collection of toys, including yellow anal beads for £15 and brightly coloured Aries Rams for £35. Some dusty Temptations boxes were on the wall by the door, priced around £35. A lot had been done with limited space but the blue carpet darkened the shop and even the chatty chap behind the counter couldn’t lift the atmosphere all the way back up.
Q Store - Barony Street. OOOOO

Having never visited a Q Store before, I had no idea what to expect. As I opened the door to a big display of superhero-based comic book porn, realisation hit me: Oh, it’s Q for Queer! This is good in my experience, at least in terms of presentation and design. It’s one stereotype that I’ve found to be broadly true. 12ft ceilings, black wood floor and white walls gave this shop an art gallery or library feel, and I passed many books as I explored. Tom of Finland appeared a popular one. Well thumbed. Rubber vests were down from £29.99 to £9.99 in a sale and there were Speedo-like shorts so tight they’d leave no questions about your sexuality (or religion) unanswered. In the back room were glass cases with split ball weights (sounds painful) for £2/3/4/59.99, depending on size. Elegant fittings held gay, bi and straight DVDs for £29.99 to £39.99 and I noticed ‘Greek Holiday’ for £24.99. Bi-polar electric ‘plug? £59.99! Pump up dildo (medium)? £29.99! I liked Cobra bondage rope for £15 too. Smiling staff and fresh appearance made this my favourite shop of the day. 

Erogenous Zone - 49 Bread Street. OOOO

A cool name for a cool shop. Tucked away behind the castle, near the Burke and Hare lap dancing and strip bar, its frontage is beyond low-key. Other than the name there was no hint of what sort of retailer it was. It was only inside that I found a tiny 18+ Only sign. I also found a good-sized light sales floor with bright part-mirrored walls. I rub my Duckies were £24.99, and I saw glow-in-the-dark cuffs and tiny, powerful, quiet vibes, plus Top Cat’s jelly plug for £19.99. There was a carousel of small hardcore magazines in the £4.50-£5 range. A Scottish contact mag’s (£7) cover featured the sort of figure I’d consider a great promotion for a ‘Healthy eating in Scotland’ campaign. But only as the ‘Before’ picture. On the right-hand wall DVDs and VHS were £30/15 exchange (Cream Dreams looked like fun!) or there were bargain wall ones at £20, or £10 when bought with a full-priced film. A big range of condoms had local radio for company. One small black mark - Security shutters left in the entranceway looked untidy. A generally appealing, dynamic place though.

G-Spot - 60 Dalry Road. OOO

West of the city, on a busy road, I located the G-Spot with its wigs, boots and lingerie-bedecked window easily, even while driving. Such a busy road I struggled to get a clear photo. With an emphasis on party and club wear rather than full-on porn, I admired a collection of the stripper’s favourite: Perspex platformed heels (£45-60) and some PVC thigh boots for £60 before delving deeper into the shop. Passing a rack of clothes used to block a staircase and a much-needed fan, I reached a small selection of toys by two curtained changing rooms. Magazines were here too, with Buttman available for £10 and The PRIVATE lives of… for £5.99. There were also a few contact magazines (£7). The popular range of Aries Ram vibes was here in force and there were a few DVDs, but only bundled with magazines. On the way out I noted the dark carpet, the friendly manager, a spider web lace peasant top dress and a policewoman’s uniform by Temptations for £30. A slightly ‘temporary’ feeling about the shops fittings and layout didn’t detract from what was an attractive and ‘nice’ store.

