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PRAISE FOR CYNTHIA ROGERSON

‘Cynthia Rogerson is a new writer of great clarity and humanity – definitely one to watch.’

A.L. Kennedy

‘Rogerson is a fine observer of human quirks, revealing a generous understanding of what it means to be an individual.’

Sunday Herald

‘Cynthia writes with delicate poignancy and wit. Her stories, sometimes funny, sometimes slightly surreal, sometimes unbearably sad, unravel seamlessly and with a sense of place. Her characters are always utterly real.’

Isla Dewar

‘Rogerson has an ability to inhabit all her characters convincingly. She sketches them with just the right amount of detail, chooses just the right aspects to emphasize.’

Scotland on Sunday

‘Cynthia Rogerson is a writer of tremendous heart and intellect and manages to combine the two without trace of sentimentality. Her humour is sly, her characterisation superb … She is a courteous rebel and currently one of Scotland’s best writers.’

Laura Marney
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For the provost






Some species of limpets have homing instincts allowing them to return to the same spot on a rock. They leave a mucous trail behind them when they feed, which allows them to retrace their moves. This spot is known as a ‘home scar’ and the shape of a limpet’s shell often grows to match the shape of its place on the rock.

Metro Factfile, Leith Walk bus







‘Think you have some tiny idea of how love works? Are you high?’



Mark Morford, S.F. Chronicle







SEPTEMBER

Evanton

There is a small town in the Highlands of Scotland that from space looks like nothing, not even a dot. From Fyrish Hill, it looks like debris in a crevice, grey stone houses, snaking down towards the firth. Entering the town at twilight, it becomes the Shire. Cosily lit windows, with smoke curling from chimneys. Who wouldn’t want to make their home here? But just a little bit closer, pressing up to these windows, things are not quite so idyllic. Of course no. And not only does every picturesque lane have the requisite unhappiness, every house does too. And every person.

Picturesque happiness being a hollow thing, Evantonians do not yearn for it. In any case, they are too busy to notice the absence of it. Look at them – there they are, living their lives, along with everyone else in the world. And in Inverness, which is two firths from Evanton, there is Ania, the Relate marriage counsellor, sitting in her apricot office at the top of the building. Very like a priest waiting in the dark of his confessional box.

Ania

What else matters, what else is truly interesting and mysterious, but love? Death, of course, but even that is hastened or hindered by love. And death of love is a uniquely human tragedy. There must be an evolutionary purpose for our grief at the end of love. I don’t know what it is.

But the death of love brings me my livelihood, so I won’t bemoan it too much. I have dipped into the intimate death throes of more than five hundred marriages now – a big tally for someone not yet thirty, but then I heard my calling early, and have devoted my life to resuscitating love. Marriage counselling is an art, and more. I am a doctor for terminally ill marriages. I station myself in the emergency room of relationships, and later, if I have failed, in the hospice. Above all, I am a philosopher of love.

You will be aware, if you are literary, that all happy families are alike, while all unhappy families are unhappy in their own way. I cannot add to this. People are lonely, they meet someone, they fall in love. They’re better people, in love, and are quite easy to love back. In love, people are all the same. Love, during this phase, relies utterly on ignorance and unfamiliarity. As W. Somerset Maugham said, ‘Love is what happens to a man and a woman who do not know each other.’

As for all my clients, by the time I meet them, often a quarter of a century into their marriages, it is different. You’ve no idea how fascinating it is, to observe daily how humans keep finding new ways to hurt each other. They know each other now. They have stopped trying; they have forgotten all their fears of loneliness and yearn for … a multitude of things that love has not, so far, yielded. Love has disappointed them, as it must.

I was born understanding this, but it didn’t stop me marrying Ian. I hid my foreknowledge from him. What would be the point of spoiling his illusion? It would be like telling a two-year-old he will certainly die one day.

Love dies. There you go! It shouldn’t surprise anyone, but it hits husbands and wives like cannon balls anyway. Most people think they’ve failed, as if breaking up wasn’t inevitable. People whose love lasts a lifetime are aberrations. For the rest of us, even during the first kiss we taste the bittersweet end. And when we’re honest, isn’t heartbreak as exquisitely intense as the first flush of yearning? There are more poems and songs about falling out of love, than into love. The pain is certainly better than the dull plod of the middle phase. And when a relationship ends, well and truly, there’s no more suspense about how it will end. There’s anguish, but there is also a small amount of relief in knowing there can be no more. And then one can return to imagining that one will find someone even better.

If there were a government office called the Department of Human Love, a big pink room full of soft-bosomed women and cuddly dark-eyed men, they’d be inundated with complaints and questions every day. People would be suing Love for unimaginable damages.

But they can’t, so they come to me.

I always have a moment, after they ring the doorbell, of closing my eyes and praying. Let me help these sore hearts, I ask no one in particular – the swirling atmosphere beyond the stars, the air in this room, the atoms of my own body. It calms me, asking for help. Then I open the door and let them in.

And there it is. There’s the doorbell now.

Help me.

Rose

This is how I talk to my husband: ‘So, get dressed! We’re late for our Relate appointment. Your blue shirt’s ironed. Not there, in the closet! Uhuh. And your shoes are needing replaced, look at the soles! Go on Monday to Clarks, they’ve a sale on.’

As if he’s six years old. I can’t remember when this started, this kind of patronizing impatience, this bossiness, but the momentum is powerful and now I can’t stop even though I’d kill myself if I heard myself speak to me like this.

‘I thought you said they had no appointments?’ says Harry petulantly, as a six-year-old must, who wants to gain independence from his mother.

‘God, do you never listen? I told you. They had a cancellation. We see Ania at eight o’clock.’

‘Ania?’

‘Yes, Ania.’

‘Kind of like the sound of that. Foreign, but kind of soothing and wholesome. Classy. Polish?’

‘How should I know? Shut up and get dressed.’ Aren’t I awful? I hate myself.

‘A date with Ania. Yes! What should I wear? My blue shirt with those new black jeans? Those jeans aren’t too naff are they?’

‘Anything that’s not your y-fronts. God you must be the last man in Britain to wear those. Amazing you can still buy them.’

‘Do you not find them sexy then? I know these ones are kind of baggy and grey, but I could put on tighter newer ones, from Marks.’

‘Right, as if that’d make a difference. Like anything would make a difference.’

‘If you wore a nice thong from time to time, it might make a difference,’ says my husband.

Pause, while I yank a brush through my hair and scowl. I am uglier and older tonight than usual. That is what my husband does to me. Uglifies me. A door closes down the hall, and I suddenly remember that I am also a terrible mother, as well as a terrible wife. He appears silently.

‘Sam! Sam, dear, there’s some dinner in the oven, I’ve left it on low. Just mind you switch it off after, right?’

‘Where yous going?’

‘Just out for a quick drink with friends. Won’t be long, promise. Do you mind? You’ll be alright, won’t you? I’ll leave my phone on.’

‘Aye, course I’ll be alright. Stay out all night if yous want.’

‘Sam, don’t be like that. Come back and give me a kiss. Sam!’

But he’s gone back to his room, and there is my husband, standing in his y-fronts, with his white hairy belly protruding, saying: ‘And I really do like that name. Ania.’

So we get in the car and head off. I spot couples everywhere, and none of them look like they’re headed for a Relate date. They all look normal. They hold hands, and laugh. I bet they have songs that are their own songs. We never had a song. I don’t know how, but we missed out on that stage. I wonder if marriages always happen in the same sequence, and whether it’s too late now to get a song. I think it probably is. It’s a lovely evening, but the loveliness is wasted on me. This grates too, this inability to enjoy the loveliness of the evening.

‘Stop the car, I see it. But wait, do you think that’s it? It says forty-seven on the door, it must be. But it looks just like a house.’

‘Of course. They probably try not to draw attention to it,’ says my sensible Harry, who has spent his life avoiding attention.

I feel strange, getting out of the car with Harry, who drives me insane, who drives me to infidelity and ugliness, but who is my familiar Harry. I catch his eye and a giggle begins to rise from my belly – there is cosiness to our own private hell. It contains many unpleasant emotions, but not uneasiness. But there’s that momentum of antagonism again – habitual anger is a bitch to shift, even when it’s not actually present. It seems to hold its shape even when it’s empty.

‘Ring the bell. Quick!’ I bark, since he’s reached the door first.

No noise at all, but there’s a light on the top floor.

‘You’re blushing,’ he points out.

‘I’m embarrassed. It’s the appropriate response to the situation. You would blush too if you were normal.’

‘Yeah, like a normal man would’ve married you.’

‘Fuck off,’ I say automatically. ‘And listen, we are not telling Ania about our sex life, right? Nothing about sex. I know what they’re like … these therapist types. Feed on the intimate details of strangers’ lives. No sex,’ I hiss.

‘Ok. No problem. No sex.’

‘Ever.’

‘No sex ever? You wish.’

And then the door opens. My heart is pounding, like it really is a date. I smile inappropriately, as if I’m falling in love.

‘Good evening,’ says an unlined young woman. I am fascinated by smooth skin these days. Her eyes shine, as if she knows us and is delighted.

‘You must be Rose and Harry. I’m Ania, come in!’

Harry must be in love too, he has gone all pink and speechless.

Then he blurts out in his own inappropriate way: ‘You have an unusual name, Ania.’

She turns and says: ‘Yes. My father – he is Polish.’

Harry just stares – she is very pretty. In an anaemic way.

‘Ania is a Polish name. Well, actually, it is a Polish way of saying Anka, another Polish name,’ she says very slowly, like she’s sussed already how slow Harry is. ‘Which is my real name.’

‘Polish!’ he says, as if being Polish is like being from Mars.

‘Yes, but I’ve always lived in Evanton. And my husband, he is from Evanton too,’ she says almost defensively.

‘We live in Evanton too! We’ve just moved there from Leith.’

‘We’re neighbours then,’ she says coolly.

‘Whereabouts in the village are you?’

Ania freezes for a second; there’s probably some protocol where they use false names and never give out contact details, in case some estranged and deranged spouse seeks revenge.

‘Harry! Don’t be so nosey. Sorry, Ania.’

Ania pauses, then shakes her head once in a measured, assessing way. A woman of restraint and order. She’ll hate me.

‘Not far from you.’

‘Amazing! And we never see each other! Isn’t that just incredible?’ says Harry.

‘What an amazing coincidence!’ I say.

We cannot stop ourselves; we are in competing gush mode. I feel self-loathing hover a millimetre away, the way it does at parties when I suddenly hear my own loud laugh and notice I am sloshing my fourth wine on the carpet, while dancing to music I hate. Abba.

‘I think we probably do see each other all the time,’ says Ania in a kind way, not at all my kind of irritated contradiction. ‘We must. Evanton is so small. We see each other, but never notice.’

This is said with such calm certainty, and a kind of eerie professional indifference, we are both silenced, and follow this fair vision up two flights of stairs. Past closed office doors, past abstract watercolours, into an attic room painted apricot. Three gorgeous soft armchairs face each other. No furniture for more than one person. I choose a chair first, as if there’s a race. I haven’t been this nervous, or had this much fun with my husband, for years. Not since that time I thought his secretary fancied him.

‘Now, make yourselves comfortable,’ says Ania. Her voice is warm and low and even. No accent, but there is something not quite Scottish about it. Or maybe her name has predisposed me to notice foreignness.

‘My goodness, this is lovely. Such a comfy chair! And what a lovely colour on the walls!’ I’m still gushing. I can’t help it. I want Ania to like me. To be on my side.

‘Thank you! I like people to feel at home here. Now, we have an hour, shall we get down to it?’

‘Definitely,’ says my husband in an uncharacteristically masterful way.

‘Good. I believe in cutting straight to the root of the matter, so if you’d like to each tell me what you think the problem is, we can begin to fix it. What seems to be the main issue? You first, Harry. What makes you most unhappy about your marriage?’

‘Our sex life,’ says Harry.

Maciek

Please, I think about sex all the time. Of course! This doesn’t stop me making good pizza. Funny – is same word at home, but here sounds very different. Less fuzzy. More … squeaky? Maybe it is only the way I hear. When customers come in, sometimes pizza is the only word I understand. They open their mouths and out comes noise, noise, noise, then this word. Pizza. It jumps out, and I say what I always say:

Mini? Medium? King?

If they haven’t seen me here before, there’s always a second of minute before they answer, and I know – I know what they are thinking. Who the fuck is this man, that he talks so strange? Some people, they give the piss because I speak this way. I sound stupid, like a three-year-old, when I speak with English. You can’t know who I am in English, and I want, very much, for you to understand me. I am a serious person and I do not like to be laughed at.

Most customers in Pizza Palace are nice to me. They hear my strange speaking and they pause, not because they want to hate foreigners, but because they’re curious. I can see it; it’s in their eyes. Most are too shy to ask where I am from, or what I am doing, popping up in their high street Pizza Palace shop.

They pause, then answer:

Pepperoni, king size.

Pizza can be a world. There are so many steps to making pizza. First you must chop and grate and slice all the things that go on top, and then put them into their own little metal trays. You think this can’t be a world, but you’ve never tried, perhaps. You have no need to make worlds of silly things like pizza. I understand.

But I need to feel good, or it all goes wrong. My customer, he doesn’t like it and complains to his friends, and they don’t come again. Scottish people, they’re strange that way. They love to complain. Complain, complain, complain! But not to someone who can fix things because then it might get fixed and they’d have nothing to complain about. I’ve been here four months, and I’ve learned much.

Ok, here is a couple. Look at them, making me jealous with their couple-ness. They look fed up. He doesn’t hold the door open for her, and she doesn’t talk to him. I can tell this about them right away: They will order two pizzas, not one large one.

‘Hurry up Harry, for God’s sake, I’m starving.’

‘Yeah, all that sex talk gives me an appetite too.’

I like this man. He says sex like he is saying … hamburger. Or welly boot. He brings back the laugh feeling.

‘Good evening,’ says this woman who must be his wife, because she has not looked at him.

‘Yes? Please, I can help you?’ I say, very polite, and of course, in the English that makes me sound like a different person, a much stupider man. But you know different already, right?

‘I’ll have a margarita mini, please. Well, come on Harry, the poor man’s waiting!’

‘Hold on, I’m still thinking. Could you make a king-size meat feast with mushrooms?’

‘Yes, I can do this things.’ And I begin. Lay the bases out, brush them with sauce.

‘Nice hat,’ says this man I already like. I know it is a nice hat, because people are always telling me this. I wear it all the time. It is very old, but still has a good shape. Men used to wear hats like this every day. I don’t know why they don’t anymore.

‘Where are you from?’

‘I am from Krakow. This is in Poland.’ I give my best smile, not too much smile. The one I use to get this job.

‘Are you? How fascinating. We met someone else Polish tonight. Do you like it here? Do you not miss your home?’

I could tell him about my caravan at Evanton, the way it smells, always, of gas and damp, and the stain with fur that lives near the toilet and the way Mr McKenzie, he bangs on my door Fridays for rent. Never with a smile, and it always hurts that he doesn’t like me. Stupid I know. To care about Mr McKenzie.

And home … I could tell this man about the pierogi – perfect parcels of gorgeous pasta – and cherry tea in glass mugs, and the way there is only standing room in Bazylika Mariacka at Sunday Mass, and the boys who always break-dance in the cobblestones of the square, with just a piece of old cardboard under their heads. And the food on the shelves in Pawelek’s shop, the shiny herrings in jars. And my office at the college. That huge window, the pigeons that crowd up on the ledge.

I could even tell him about Marja, and the way one day, I find the street is not big enough. Then Krakow is not big enough, and yes – soon all of Poland, it is too small. Too near her. So I leave. Some Poles, most Poles, come to Britain for better money. I come because Marja, she stops loving me.

‘Yes, some days I miss home a little bit,’ I tell him. ‘But I like Scotland. Here is fine.’

Then I focus on the pizza because this pizza, it is where I am right now.

Sam

I know why we’re here. I was there, for fuck’s sake. I had that slow death. My parents are totally gay.

See, living in Evanton’s pure stupid. And it sucks every minute. They never even asked me did I want to move from Leith, they just like do whatever they want and drag me along.

Hey, I’m a freak here. And I feel sick every day when I wake up.

But today I meet someone who’s not a total twat. He’s not from here either. He makes the pizzas in the shop that’s so wee it only has him in it. Kyle and his pals are at their usual game at lunchtime, and he lets me stay in the shop till they clear off.

‘You don’t go back to school now?’ he asks.

‘Nah,’ I told him. ‘School’s shite.’

Then he says: ‘You don’t eat lunch? You don’t want pizza?’

‘Can I have just one slice?’

‘One slice? Not a mini pizza?’

‘I’ve only seventy-five pence.’

‘Ah.’

‘Oh, that’s ok, I’m not really hungry.’ And when I hear myself say this, my throat suddenly hurts, and my voice cracks up a bit. As if I didn’t feel bad enough already. I hate it when I can hear myself talk and my voice starts wibbling around. I’m fucking starving.

Then he asks: ‘What your name is, please?’

He speaks good, but gets his words in a funny order.

‘Sam,’ I tell him, though I’m feeling so boab, even my name sounds stupid to me.

He tells me his name and we shake hands over the counter. His hand is huge, and I mean fucking massive. Then he says this cool thing:

‘You want small job, Sam, then I give you pizza for no money?’

Totally pervy thing to say, I know, but he’s so not.

‘Aye, thanks a lot.’

So I ask him his name again, to be polite, and I say it wrong at least six times. But I work at it, and now his name’s ok. I just think: Magic. Magic, with a French accent. Majeek.

He gives me the brush and points to floor.

‘Aye, right. I can sweep, no bother.’

‘Pepperoni?’

‘Aye, pepperoni’s sound. Hey, you’re Polish, right?’ Cause I am suddenly wondering if he just has a speech defect.

‘Yes.’

‘Thought so. Sound.’

Then we just stop talking and work.

This is the best thing to happen to me since we came to this hell hole. Maciek’s legend. And he speaks my language! Hardly at all.

Ania

As a rule, we hardly ever talk at breakfast, unless we have something important to say. For instance:

‘I’ll be late home tonight, it’s parents’ night,’ says Ian, and yawns, as if nothing is different.

As if he had not asked me for a baby last night. Whispered it actually. Yet here he is this morning, eating his bran flakes and reading yesterday’s Independent, his face the usual face – a bit distant and bland and slightly amused. No clue on it, of last night’s whispered wants, his eyes fixed on mine. And nothing unusual in the day leading up to the whisper. A typical Sunday.

I am a firm believer in lists. We ticked off things on our to-do list; he cut the lawn for the last time this year, I painted the bathroom windowsill where it gets mouldy. Tick, tick. We ticked things off our to-buy list; food, cushion covers, daffodil bulbs. Tick, tick, tick. We ate dinner (beef and tomato casserole), drank wine (Rioja, £7.99), watched a politically aware DVD (Shooting Dogs). Went to bed and had our usual Sunday night’s love-making.

It was, as usual, nice. I paced myself, concentrated and made sure I came, let him know when he could come, which he did. I didn’t look at his face when he came, but I imagine he had his eyes closed and looked in pain. I make a point of never letting a week go by without a lengthy session under the duvet, and somehow this has drifted into a Sunday night ritual – as if we procrastinate doing it all week, till Sunday is the only day left to do it, the last item on the to-do list. Our hot date.

Married sex is like a body balance class. How many women actually want to go to a body balance class? Aside from the two who have all the gear and always show up early. But women always have a glow after, and can look forward to six days before the next class. All the studies suggest that regular intercourse, not just cuddles, not even just oral sex or masturbation, but out and out sex is required to lower chances of certain kinds of cancer. Like red wine, sex lowers blood pressure. I advise all my sex-weary clients to go through the motions. Sometimes the real thing will be tricked by the façade and sneak in, and it will not be a chore. If it does not sneak in, at least you will have lowered risks of cervical cancer and heart disease. Like art, it should not need to wait for a muse to begin. It is the process of doing it, of painting or writing or composing, which creates the magic that makes art possible. Making love can create love, where there was only indifference before. Where there was only coldness and sadness and distance. You don’t believe me? Try it.

Now Rose and Harry, my newest clients, are a classic example of a couple who have gotten out of the habit of sex. Rose finds it difficult to feel attracted to Harry again. She has forgotten how it goes. I explained to her: Libidos are like muscles. If you don’t exercise at all, you will find it not only impossible, but undesirable, to climb a mountain. Or even ride a bike to the shops. Love has rules, and the rules must be respected. I try not to lecture, but it is difficult. Rose and Harry are so naïve. They actually believe things like thongs and flings are the issues. But then all my clients seem like love-laymen to me.

You know what I want to tell Rose and Harry? Love exists outside ourselves. It is impersonal and available to anyone who understands how to tap into it. The choice is not who to love, or how to love, but simply to love or not. Yes, the scariest truth about love is that it is random. Why do you think I married so young? I didn’t see much point in wasting years searching for the most compatible man. I looked around me for a good man, a kind man, and the world is heaving with these. It is, really it is. Physically beautiful people with charm and talent may be thin on the ground, but good people are everywhere. Ian was good, he was kind, but he did not make my heart race. I chose him, poured love into him; I grew my lover.

So last night, there we were, in the dark, mutually sated, and just as I am drifting off, spooned into my husband’s lap, he reaches out and strokes my face. This irritates me at first. I have just begun my descent into sleep, a very delicious sleep. The sleep of the righteous you might say, but then I am not righteous, just being who I am. Anyway, he strokes my face, as if he is blind and reading Braille. There is so much in those fingers I have to turn to him.

‘What,’ I say, not ask.

‘Ania?’ whispered like a sigh.

‘Aye?’ I can feel sleep receding further. Like an ebbing wave of oblivion. Please shut up, I will my husband. But I never say shut up to Ian out loud. I understand how corrosive it is in a marriage to speak with disrespect. Another rule.

‘Ania, do you think it’s time we started a family?’

‘A baby?’

‘Aye, a baby. Do you not fancy a baby?’

I instinctively swoop my hand down to my belly, my smooth flat belly that I am very proud of. I never overeat and I swim every Tuesday. I deserve this belly.

‘Ania? I do love you, Ania,’ he whispers, as if disputing something I have said.

‘Come on. I love you!’ he says again.

Ian rarely says I love you. This is more alarming than the baby request. Of course, I tell him that I love him quite often, when I say goodnight, or he gives me a present for my birthday. I tell him I love him, and then I tell him: And you love me! We love each other! I understand how important it is to say. Like sex, I-love-you should be said regularly or it gets dried up and lost. Honesty is overrated; I say it with no feeling at all sometimes, because wives should tell their husbands they love them. It makes husbands feel secure, and secure husbands make more loving husbands, which can actually make saying I love you the next time a more natural outpouring. This is something else I tell my clients. A love trick. Lying.

I could see Rose liked this idea of lying, though Harry flinched like a betrayed spouse, which I guess he is. It gets dressed up in lots of names, but sexual jealousy is usually what brings them here. I tried to explain to them that after a certain period, love in a marriage is not natural. Not spontaneous. It is a job that must be attended to every single day, a fragile plant that must be watered just so much and no more. A goldfish that must neither be neglected nor overfed, like the goldfish in A Fish Out of Water that ends up outgrowing a swimming pool.

Odd that when Ian finally does say I love you, unprompted, I find I cannot say it back. Very odd. I put it on my to-think-about list for tomorrow. Why I cannot say it now. But I do love Ian. I do. For a full minute I look out the window at the moon and the dark outline of Fyrish. Then I turn and say:

‘Good, Ian. Thank you.’

I say this as if his tenderness is merely good manners.

Then I hear myself say, because I also have good manners, and because I know it would be good for us, and appropriate, given the spare room, our ages, our health, our whole life:

‘Yes, I do want a baby Ian. We’ll have a baby, will we? Yes.’

Then we begin to make love again, this time without a condom.

And here we are, eating breakfast as if our old life wasn’t now over. As if the molecules of a new being might not be spinning already. ‘Pass the milk, darling,’ I say, and he does, in his usual way.

Rose

Some parts of our old life have continued. I’m still a cook, though being a school dinner lady is a bit of a comedown after cheffing at Kingfishers. Never planned on cooking being a long-term thing; funny how life works out, eh? I mean, my folks had plans for me to go to uni – they’ve both got degrees – but I never even liked school. Loved reading; still do. Just couldn’t hack the whole exam thing. Classic under-achiever, they called me, as if that was a bad thing. As if having a professional career was the only road to the good life. Fuck school. But the weird thing is, here I am, going to school again every morning. Can’t see myself sticking with it forever, but it’s not a bad job, not really. I like the way it doesn’t use up my brain. I tell myself stories. Sing songs in my head. Listen and watch stuff. Money’s pretty crap compared to Kingfishers, but you can’t beat the hours of a school job.

Oh, who am I kidding? I hate my job. I’m bored out of my head, most of the time. It feels like decades ago I made some fundamental mistakes out of sheer carelessness, and now I’m stuck, well and truly, in the wrong life. I should have gone to university, got a degree, found some interesting career. Shouldn’t have married Harry. Mum and Dad were right. The older I get, the more obvious it is. I’ve screwed up.

I bet you thought dinner ladies are always sweet dears who go home to knit and bake scones. Some are darlings, wholesome scone bakers, but some are like me. I have to cover shifts sometimes for dinner ladies with hangovers, or depression. Or for Lily, my new pal here who, when her oil worker hubby finally comes home, is too shagged out to come to work.

But listen, dinner ladies deserve a lot of respect. They get to see more than you think, and no one even notices them. I’ve only been working this job a month, and I already know which kids don’t get breakfast at home, which kids have no friends, and which kids are so competitive they think even eating is a race. And the things you overhear! Yesterday, one little girl asking her pal, tactfully, if her parents were un-divorced, as if having married parents was just pure embarrassing.

The kids I really feel sorry for are the loners. You can tell by the way they sit and eat, all hunched up, jamming the food in, and usually too much food. Other kids think they have a disease or something. No one wants to sit with them, because no one is sitting with them. And they look miserable, no matter how basically good-looking they are. Other kids – the same ones, every day – are always getting their crisps grabbed and stood on, or their milk spilled, by twisted mean kids – and these mean kids have their own reasons for being miserable and needing to bully. I tell you, dinner ladies totally understand that being a kid is hell for some kids. It is brutal in the lunchroom, and even worse in the playground after lunch. I used to watch Sam. I’d wander by the school at lunchtime, spy on him. He always had a nice group of pals, I was glad to see.

Like all jobs, we have our routines, but every day is different – Monday’s pizza, Tuesday’s lasagne, Wednesday’s sausages, Thursday’s fish, Friday’s mince and tatties. Other stuff too, but those are the main meals. So each day is flavoured by the food. I always think of good days as mince and tattie days. The kids clean their plates, and it’s easy to cook. Bad days are lasagne days, with fancy salads and four steps to making the lasagne. All the waste, kids pretending to be allergic to tomatoes, and the whole school seems cranky after.

Today is a lasagne day, dinner lady code for a crap day. It’s Sam’s parents’ night, and here I am. Christ. This could be my old school, back in Morningside. The same graffitied walls, same stink of cheap deodorant. The same depressing echoing sensation. Why do secondary schools have to be so dire, when primaries mostly manage to be sweet and wholesome? Kiltearn Primary, where I work, has a much more innocent stink. It smells of talcum powder and pee and disinfectant, and the walls are plastered with butterflies and rainbows. No swears anywhere.

Here, there are photographs of the entire school when it was small enough to have all the pupils in one photo. And plaques with the names of former pupils who died as soldiers, not long after leaving school. Waiting our turn to see Sam’s English teacher, I say their names aloud in my head, to make myself believe they belonged to real boys who bled to death on French beaches and fields. It works, and my throat aches for Ian MacKay and Murdo MacKenzie.They existed. I’m morbid. Some people think morbid’s a bad thing. But I think feeling sad about young men dying is better than … worrying about what soap powder gets wine stains out best. Anyway, if they’re not supposed to be thought about, remembered, then what’s the point of their names on a plaque?

Harry’s looking at nothing, at the air in front of his eyes. Face all slack, quite dim looking. Probably thinking about some new short skirt Angela in the office had on today. He works as an estate agent, just like in Leith – in fact, it’s the same company, that’s how we came to be here – he asked for a transfer, and Dingwall was the first vacancy that came up. God bless Your Move. Sorted the whole thing out in a day. I’ve seen Angela and her skirts, the way they ride up her thighs when she sits. What a hypocrite he is, all the things he accuses me of. As if he wouldn’t too, if Angela gave him the look. I don’t understand Harry, but god help me, I know that man. I know exactly how many seconds he’d hesitate before screwing around.

Our turn at last. Mr MacLeod, the English teacher, is about thirty. Bit girly, narrow shoulders, sweet face.

‘Sam? Ah yes, Sam!’ he says, running his finger down a printed sheet as if it’s littered with children. Bet he doesn’t even remember Sam. Teachers still irritate me, to tell the truth. And scare me.

‘Sam is, well, he’s a reluctant reader, at least with the texts we’re using, but he is certainly a good writer. Messy handwriting, of course, but it’s obvious Sam’s a bright boy. However, there is the behaviour problem. I’ve had to move him away from his friends. They seem to distract him a lot.’

‘His friends? He has friends? What are their names?’

‘Rose, stop it, that’s hardly our business.’

‘Well, but I am so relieved. I often worry he’s lonely, being an only child and a new kid here. He spends a lot of time alone in his room.’

‘Why not ask your son about them?’

‘I will,’ I say.

‘We will not,’ asserts Harry. ‘Leave the poor boy be.’

‘Anyway,’ says Mr MacLeod. ‘Sam is, shall we say, taking his time with the books we’re reading at present. Does he read much at home?’

‘Well,’ I begin. ‘I bought him the books about the series of weird bad stuff. And I read to him a lot, when he was wee.’

‘Read?’ scoffs Harry. ‘Nah, not likely! Sam’s always on the computer, or watching telly. Can’t say I’ve seen him actually reading. Ever. Why, do you think he should read? Never been a reader myself,’ says Harry proudly. ‘Can’t see the point of novels. Rose, now she reads all the time. More of a girl thing, reading, isn’t it?’

There is a pause, while I make a mental note to not tell Harry about the next parents’ night. Or the one after that. Mr MacLeod smiles politely at Harry.

‘Sam has reading homework most nights. It might help matters if you were to remind him of this homework, and perhaps have a look at it yourselves. Or set aside time when the television and computer are off bounds, so there is less distraction, or temptation.’

‘Yes, quite right,’ I say.

‘Excellent,’ he says. ‘Well, it was nice to meet you both. And please don’t forget about Sam’s homework!’

‘MacLeod,’ muses Harry as we walk to the car. ‘Wonder if he’s related to our Ania MacLeod?’

‘Doubt it,’ I say. ‘Millions of MacLeods here.’

Bet he’s obsessing about Ania now. Got her down to a thong.

Back home, over tea, Harry reminds me we have homework too. Ania has given me instructions to have sex with my husband. Homework! Punishment, more like. Like eating the cold dried up peas on my plate because I had to clean it. Forced eating – doesn’t that result in eating disorders? I still hate peas, and have never forced Sam to eat anything. Mind you, it’s a miracle that boy is alive. I have no idea what he eats. Sam seems to hate anything I touch. In fact, it is pretty obvious that Sam hates me now. I don’t get it. When did that happen?

And I hate Harry. Look at him, eating with his mouth open, just shovelling it in like a pig. I used to try to get him to eat with his mouth shut. Back when I imagined I could change anything about him. That he’d want to change, simply to please me. If he gets to eat like that, then I get to refuse him sex.

‘Right then, wife of mine,’ Harry says, swallowing the last of his chips at the same time. ‘Tonight’s the night, eh?’

Then he leers at me. Leers! A self-mocking leer, but a leer nonetheless. At his wife of twenty-two years. Twenty-four years, if you count the two years of shagging that led to marriage. Oh aye, I used to really fancy that kind of thing with Harry. Before I really knew him. I used to look at him and not feel the earth under my feet. Harry was hot. Now he’s not even lukewarm. Inside his mouth is kind of slimy, and his moves haven’t changed since he first got laid. But to be honest, those aren’t the main reasons I’ve gone off him. Alpin’s not exactly a hunk or a superlover, but I could lick every part of him all day long. I’m off Harry because he pisses me off so much. I can’t imagine Alpin ever pissing me off. We are perfect together.

‘Oh fuck off, Harry.’

‘What a come on! Teasing the old man like that. Well, I know just the answer to cheeky, naughty wives. Come on, over the kitchen table!’ This is like the leer – a self-mocking tone. Harry knows he sounds naff, but it’s like they’re the only words he knows. I actually feel sorry for the man. In between despising him.

‘Just the answer,’ I sneer. He leers and I sneer. It’s eerie.

‘That’s right. Got it right here, you lucky girl.’

‘Would that, by any chance, be the same answer you have for … every fucking thing?’

‘Now, there’s no denying it works.’

‘I deny it. Again.’

I give him my piss-off-and-die look. He doesn’t flinch, but turns and leaves the room, and there’s something in his shoulders and back, especially the back of his neck. My arrows have found a home.

Oh shit! Some days I feel like I’ve spent decades being angry, trying to defeat this man’s ego, to emasculate him, and yet the second I succeed I’m filled with self-loathing. Hello self-loathing, my old friend; I’ve come to talk to you again. But when he comes back through, jacket on, and announces in a brusque voice: ‘I’m out for a pint,’ I don’t even look at him. Just wave my hand in his direction. Like I’m shooing off some pesky fly.

I pour a glass of red wine and run a bath in what I still think of as the new bathroom. Like I still think of this house as the new house, and this life in Evanton as my new life. All the new things that were supposed to fix me. Well, they are all new, and no, of course they are not fixing me. Fuck off. As if it was that simple.

It wasn’t just Alpin’s kiss, you know. It sounds strange, but I’d become almost viscerally aware of the passing of time, especially when taking the rubbish out or washing dishes. My heart – it’d race doing these things, as if time was a substance literally running through my flesh. I can’t be here again at the sink, already! I’d think. Where did the entire day go? At this rate I’ll be dead by tomorrow. And all along, for years and years, I’d had this waiting sensation. Life was fine, but every day I woke up full of expectancy, and I didn’t even know what I was waiting for. But I knew, most definitely knew in a sickening way, that it had not arrived, and that Harry was no part of it.

How could he be? Harry is anti-life.

Always wants to leave parties early, hates dancing, hates books, hates art, hates travelling, hates my parents, hates to spend money on clothes, hates to spend money on anything. And the worse thing of all: Harry has never been the slightest bit curious about me. He’s anti-me! I might say I spent all day in bed, and he’d never ask why. Or I might say I just finished reading an amazing novel; he’d never ask what it’s about, or if he can read it. I could look like hell, or look like a fucking beauty queen – Harry would just ask: When’s tea ready?

He defends himself by saying it’s not fair to accuse of him of not being someone else, as if I hadn’t known who he was when we married. He’s not a reader, never has been. He isn’t psychic, how would he know I’d been sick? And actually, he just doesn’t like foreign food that much, and was that a crime?

Basically this is what our fights boil down to:

Me: ‘Can we please do blahblahblah for a change?’

Harry: ‘No.’

Me: ‘But you know it would make me happy. Isn’t that a good enough reason? We always do just what you want.’

Harry: ‘That is just not true. Stop being so spoiled. Stop being so ungrateful.’

Me: ‘So we can’t do blahblahblah?’

Harry: Silence. Probably putting kettle on.

Me: ‘You’re such a smug fuckfaced selfish fucking arsehole. You never think about anyone but yourself.’ Sputtering. Red faced and hating the way I sound.

Harry: ‘Stop exaggerating,’ said quietly. ‘You always have to exaggerate.’

And then we don’t talk for a while. No make-up scene. No resolution. Then in a few hours, or days, we start acting normal again, till the next fight. Which is the same as the last. Round and round.

Kissing Alpin changed everything. He kissed me as we were leaving his and Sarah’s house one evening, after a dinner party, and we somehow caught each other’s lips instead of cheeks. An accidental kiss. Harry was ahead of me, in the car already. Alpin kissed me on my lips, and somehow even though it was supposed to be a casual social kiss, we let it linger for a few seconds. Maybe just three. All the way home in the dark car, I felt this kiss on my mouth, growing, till it spread right down through to my toes. I had a little crush on Alpin already of course; he was endless fun to talk to. He’d read all the novels I liked, had all the CDs I liked. Loved to walk, dance, get pissed. Effortless rapport. And now, this. This kiss, which felt like it should be in capital letters. THE KISS. I pretended to nap in the car, so I could savour it.

We met in secret. We met whenever we could. I was in love, and so was he. We told each other so all the time. We met when we were supposed to be at work, or on some errand. We made love in each other’s marital beds, and didn’t feel guilty at all. It was intoxicating, addicting. I told myself nothing else mattered. I couldn’t be without him. It felt so good to love someone at last, with no holds barred. Like an outpouring, from a place that never emptied. My heart, I suppose. The valves were jammed on whenever I was with Alpin. At home, they shut down, allowing the minimum necessary blood flow through. Never that generous feeling, that openness. I began to really despise the mean, angry self I always was with Harry.

And then we became a cliché. Harry found out in the usual way. My x-rated emails. And we had the usual marital crisis, the one that’s enacted in millions of homes like ours, all over the country, every day. With both of us losing weight and sleep, him suddenly noticing me – what I wore, where I went, who I saw. Demanding all the details. I lied, of course. Told Harry it had only been the once, and it was over, and not that great anyway. A moment of inebriated lust. Wasn’t sure what I was going to do, and didn’t want to burn bridges yet.

Jealousy finally woke Harry up to me, but too late. Our marriage was hell before, only he didn’t know it – now it was hell for us both. Constantly panicky, both of us weeping and accusing each other. Never told Sam. Figured it would just screw him up, and God knows if you are fourteen, you are already pretty screwed for a few years. We fought and wept and hissed and tore our hair out, mostly in the privacy of our bedroom, or on long walks by the canal.

And in the end, I renounced my lover, my true love. Gave Alpin up, like tobacco, and became good again! This felt instantly flat and depressing, but the prospect of divorce was too scary. Anyway – who would I be leaving Harry for? Alpin was in love with me, but he loved his lovely wife Sarah. And his children. And his millions of in-laws. They all went on holiday together every year, to places like Keffalonia. It was hopeless. I told Alpin goodbye, secretly hoping he’d object violently, sweep me off into the sunset. But he seemed relieved.

‘Best this way, I suppose,’ he said sadly.

‘Aye. Too much at stake.’

‘It’s the kids.’

‘Aye. The kids.’

‘Anyway, I’d drive you crazy, if I lived with you.’

‘We’d drive each other crazy.’

Sarah never knew, and we all pretended it never happened. And though he never actually came out and admitted it, Harry deciding to take this Dingwall job a few months later was definitely down to Alpin. Harry asked me to never mention Alpin again, in that context, and after a while, because no one else knew, it all started to seem surreal. As if I had just imagined it all. I ached to ring Alpin, to talk to him, tell him how much I missed him. Hold him. But I didn’t, and he didn’t try to contact me either. Alpin and Sarah came to our farewell open house, and he actually shook Harry’s hand. His smile seemed genuinely warm and uncomplicated. This hurt more than anything. His happiness made a fool of me.

Now, 200 miles and thirteen months from that first kiss, I light a candle, try to feel at home in my new bathroom. Relax into the bubbles. Rose scented. The Mark Knopfler and Emmylou Harris CD I put on earlier drifts through the door. Nothing like a bit of toned-down country. I admire my own flesh, which in the candlelight and bubbles, and without my glasses, isn’t too bad. Harry’s wrong, and so is that sanctimonious Ania woman. Great word, sanctimonious. Nothing wrong with me. I’m not frigid, I’m the opposite. I can’t bear to be touched by a man I don’t fancy. It is an anathema to me. Oh god, another great word, and I finally found a way to use it.

‘Anathema!’ I say out loud.

I read constantly, so my head is full to bursting with words I’ve never heard aloud, much less said. There they sit in my brain, waiting for their time, while I chop onions and fry mince for eighty. Love it when they find their way to my tongue.

Poor me. God knows I wish it wasn’t true, but I am very, very, very, very tired of not fancying Harry. I am old with not wanting him. It is eroding away my life. Melodrama cannot begin to describe how even my breathing is affected. And it feels like a waste of life. Such a waste of capacity for passion. Before Alpin I was a happily discontented wife. Now I am an unhappily discontented wife, who thinks about her ex-lover too often, who talks to her husband mostly through a Polish-Scottish woman called Ania, and who forgets to feed her fourteen-year-old son balanced meals.

Shit – Sam! Did I see him when we came in? I’m pretty sure I heard some telly noise from his bedroom, but did I actually see him? What is happening to my maternal instincts? Menopause has produced a kind of static in the air around me, and I can’t receive signals with the normal clarity.

‘Check Sam when out of bath,’ I order myself out loud. ‘Ask him what he’s reading in English class. Try to kiss him. Yeah, that’ll be right.’

Then I lie there in the bath thinking how my voice sounds. Middle-aged and a little demented.

‘Shit shit shit.’

Consider shaving my legs; decide not to. Who for? I rub lotion into my skin after I’m dry, and pay special attention to my face, chin up. I don’t look at the mirror; that way lies madness. Leave the bathroom, wrapped in my towel, just as Harry walks back into the house.

‘Rose? I’m back!’

He always shouts this when he comes home. There’s no hurt in his voice now, he’s returned an undefeated, inebriated man. His heavy feet march into the hall, where I, still slightly greasy, stand.

‘Ah! Aha!’ he says, eyeing my bare limbs.

‘Did you close the door properly?’ I snap. ‘I can feel a draught.’

‘Of course I did. You’re cold? Come here, I’ll warm you.’

I pull the towel closer and hurry past him, hugging the wall.

‘Put the kettle on, will you Harry?’ To soften my mean hurrying and wall-hugging.

I own sexy nightgowns and underwear. People give them to me for presents; Alpin gave me a pair of French knickers, and Harry’s given me some too. Look, there they are, in my top drawer. Now and then I almost give them away, or toss them, but then I think: Who knows who I will become one day? I may want them.

But tonight the sight of them depresses me. What if I never want to encourage any man again? What if from now on I am a frozen woman, a do-not-touch-me woman till I die? What if I never kiss anyone but Harry for the rest of my life? I can’t forget the way it felt with Alpin. How I could not imagine getting to the end of wanting him. Of kissing him. It was like Pandora’s Box. Now I’d been reminded of how it could be, how could I ever settle for anything less?

This marriage has to end or I will die.

Quickly followed by the equally familiar:

If this marriage ends, I will die.

Better Harry than the spectre of loneliness.

‘Kettle’s boiled!’ shouts Harry, in his usual robust way. Relieved that again I’ve not squashed him, I hurry to the kitchen, clad from head to toe in my ancient robe.

‘So,’ says my husband, handing me a cup of tea. He eyes my bundled up body, and tsks and sighs. ‘Oh dear. What will Ania say? What will she say?’

‘Oh fuck off Harry. I’ll tell her I’m allergic to sex. Or just tell her you piss me off too much for me to fancy you. Suck it up, ok?’

‘God I love it when you talk dirty.’

I smile, but not outwardly. One of the ways I punish him for failing to attract me is that I never let Harry see how he amuses me. Harry is an arsehole, but I am a truly terrible wife. And my god! I’ve forgotten to check Sam again.

And much later, when I am fully awake and it’s 3:20 again, my heart hammers at the sheer number of possible tragedies lying in wait. And all the times I have been rejected, all the times I have screwed up, pop up to say hello.

Arsehole or not, I’m glad Harry’s here. Breathing next to me.

Hell. Love is irrelevant at 3:20 in the morning.

Maciek

3:20. Almost six hours to go.

No sex for five weeks now. I am not going to think about this.

A medium red-hot pepper pizza, with extra cheese.

Three mini ham and pineapple pizzas, one with mushrooms and garlic.

Anyway, what is sex? It is nothing. Sex! It leads to trouble. Women, after sex they all want love. I’ve been in love; love can kill a man. I don’t want love, I just want sex.

A king-sized margarita for this woman with her four little children, noses with snot running, each of them, and she dries the noses with an old nappy and gives the baby a tickling till he laughs.

‘Mum!’ whine the older ones, jealous. ‘Me too!’

Of course, I had a Mama, my Mamusia, and she tickled me too. She dies a long time ago. Before I am six. My father? No one speaks to me of this man. I never meet him.

Am I sad about these things? No. I was not very sad then either. I am too busy being a kid, I guess.

This is what I remember: Night time, Mamusia getting into my bed and telling me stories till I tumble into sleep. She never leaves till I am asleep. Sometimes I close my eyes, like this, and make my breathing like sleeping breathing. That’s how I know that always, even when I am asleep, she kisses me before she leaves my room. On my forehead, right here.

She has a dress with red roses. And a necklace with small yellow balls. Pearls? She always let me play with this and one day it breaks and the pearls roll everywhere. Mamusia, at first she looks very angry. Her hand wants to slap me. Maybe I look funny, because then she laughs. Laughs and laughs. I remember that slap that never lands on me. My skin tingles there. And I laugh too, the kind of laugh that is like a wriggle in your stomach. Till you laugh without noise. Her name is Wisia. A little bit hard, that name. She is softer than her name.

On the last morning, she walks me to my school. It is a day like all the other days. Same time, same rush because we are late, always. And rain! I wear my yellow rain jacket, and she holds the umbrella over me. Not over herself. I know this, because I can still see her wet hair. The way it sticks to her neck.

The medium red-hot peppers pizza is ready. I slide it out, slide the minis in. Slice the red-hot one, ready for the box.

But I can’t remember what Mamusia says on that last morning because I don’t listen. Of course. I don’t know it is the last time. How can I? It is a morning like all mornings. Rain, school, rush. She probably kisses me and says: Be a good boy, my Macius, which is what only she calls me. Never Maciek.

Be my good boy, Macius.

After school my aunt, Ciotka Agata, she meets me, and she has a bag with my pyjamas in it. Maybe I ask where Mamusia is and she explains. I don’t remember that part. We go to her house, and she shows me my new room. A nice, big room. People give me things, a train that winds up and makes a whistle noise. I’m happy because I have new toys. One day I remember to be sad, but everyone else, they are not crying anymore. And no one talks about her. Soon, I lose her face. Just parts of her stay. The rose dress. Her wet hair. The goodnight kiss. There is a photograph Ciotka Agata, she keeps on the mantlepiece. I steal this photograph one day, keep it in my bedroom, inside a book. And now it’s in my caravan. In this photograph, Mamusia is about sixteen. She doesn’t know about me. There is a smile in her eyes and her mouth is open, like she is speaking. She is not beautiful. I can see this. A bit fat, I think. A nose that is too big. In this photograph, she’s looking right at the camera. At the photographer. I pretend it’s me. And I make up the words she’s saying. If I say my name the way she used to say it, out loud, Macius, it makes me feel light.

When I was seventeen, I give my virginity to a dark-eyed girl whose perfume reminds me of Mamusia. Evening in Paris. This is easy to steal, and I have this bottle still. It’s in the drawer under her photograph.

Out with the minis, and finally in with the king-sized margarita. The mother waits outside now, and her kids run in the little circles she allows them to play in. Sometime there are cars on the high street, though it is a pedestrian high street. She looks out for cars.

I think about her more now. If that’s what missing someone is, then I miss Mamusia.

I meet lots of girls, lots of girlfriends. There is Alicja who smells of roses, and Karolina with the red hair. And Stefania, whose mother always kisses me on the lips. There is always a woman’s hand to hold, in those days. And with each woman, at the beginning, I always tell myself: This one, I will marry. I am a very serious man, I already tell you this. But something, it always happens, and I stop thinking we will marry. Always, this happens before six months. I end it. Me! No girl ends it, always it is Maciek who says pozegnalny. After ten or twelve years, I stop being surprised; I just wait for this ending time to come. I hate this time of not thinking a woman is beautiful anymore.

Two years ago, just before I am thirty-five, I fall in love with Marja. The woman who moves into the flat downstairs, and who gives me huge smile the first time we meet on the landing. I am happy! As simple and miraculous as her smile. The day after we meet, she is in my bed. No time to think, to change sheets, to analyse, to wonder if we are in love. We live together for a year, and always, it has a feeling of rightness to it. Never live with a woman before, but no matter. She does not ask and I do not tell her, for me this is new. Did I ever look at her and think: Who is this woman, and what is she doing in my flat? No. I don’t remember thinking about us at all, which is strange because I spent my days thinking about the meaning of life. Explaining things like Positivism, and thoughts of men long dead, to classrooms of students. I work at the college, then. Not the university – I am not that good. I teach philosophy. I talk about how post-war Europe grows to suspect romanticism, idealism. I give lectures about Julian Ochorowicz and Jan Lukasiewicz, Kant and Schopenhauer. I explain what they all think about God. About life after death. What is right way and what is wrong way to live. What is important and what is … pepperoni. Phenomenology, it is my favourite. No wonder Karol Wojtyla, he becomes Pope. He likes phenomenology too much.

Philosophy, it is vodka bottles with lots of pretty labels, telling you about the best vodka inside. I know this! I watch my students, they lurch from one philosopher to another, like drunks, like wanton women always loving best the man they are with.

It made my head hurt some days, to tell the truth. But with Marja, life is easy. Relaxing. It is her tossing a bunch of ingredients, slap dash, into a big steaming pot, all the while telling me her day, and laughing often. Or singing. Marja, she sings all the time. Terrible voice – off key and too high. Screechy! She sings on the stairs coming home, so I hear her even before her key is in the door. I never ask myself: Maciek! What will you do if this ends?

The king-sized is now almost ready. I take more orders. Medium meat feast, one mini anchovy. I re-fill cheese tub and onions tub. And fold open more boxes, ready for pizzas. They are warm and dry because I keep them on top of the oven.

Just before I lose my job at the college – yes, bad timing, as always – Marja stops loving me. Just like that! Pass the salt, put up umbrella, stop loving Maciek. She has no reason. She is sad, of course; she does not like hurting me. This turns everything upside down, this business of her saying pozegnalny to me. I am not finished loving her yet! But I cannot be angry with her. I can’t not love her. She is still beautiful to me.

Can there be love with no pain? I used to think yes; for me, love was easy. Now I think not. I was stupid! And now I don’t like love. It is not a friend.

I hear, from my cousins, that Marja she lives with a man called Tomas, of Jablonowskich family. Marja loves this man, Tomas, and of course he must be loving her too. He must hear that terrible way she sings, and still want to kiss her. I don’t know. Maybe he loves her because she makes him think of his mama.

I think love is like songs. Beginning, middle and end. Some love lives have long middles, with big crescendos and a final solo. A widower or widow, feeling restless, learning to sleep in middle of bed. Some songs just stop, for no reason. A three-minute pop song that at first you play, play, play. Then suddenly, one day you hear this song, lalala, while you are making cup of tea, or brushing teeth, and you want to vomit. For me, the song never got old. For Marja … vomit.

Some mornings when I wake, at first I cannot believe I am here, like this. Not in my old office at the college. Not with her. I never thought my life would be having this shape. Don’t get me wrong. I am not bored with my jobs here. You think my work sounds menial? Below me? Well, I have to tell you a secret: I can hardly keep up with it. Everything in the world is so puzzling, so miraculous, every minute of every day. You think I am strange? I think everyone is strange. I think the world is strange. It’s the strangest place in the world. Who cares? It is the world, no matter what I think. That being one of the things I love – that the world is itself. Not me.

Ciotka Agata says that I waste my life here, that I should use my education. But why does she think my life has this value? I am not special. And all jobs are equal, for a philosopher.

‘Your pizza, it is ready now,’ I tell the woman with four children. I go around the counter and go outside because she can’t hear my shout.

‘It is ready now. Your pizza.’

‘Oh! The pizza! Our lovely pizza!’ and she laughs because she’s forgotten the pizza. The children scream, they are so excited. They dance! Who would think that pizza cause such excitement?

I think at first, that I will keep going north until I come to a very small island. I want to be alone. But in the end, I am tired. I feel old. I stop when I come to this place. It is a good place. But for me, Ross-shire could be anywhere.

And there are thousands of Poles here, you must have noticed. It makes this place seem not so far from home. I have some friends now, men who also came from Krakow to work, and we always say hello and smile. They are much younger. One day I’ll invite them to eat with me.

Some man, he wants fish and chips. I tell him to go to fish and chip shop next door. I only make pizza. A little girl and her little sister want a mini ham and pineapple. Their faces are sticky with sweets. The big sister, she cannot be six. A very old man, he wants a medium spicy. The girls stare at him. He has big bulgy things on his neck, and hairs that walk out of his nostrils.

It starts to rain, and he is here again.

‘Hello,’ I say and smile. ‘It is you again, Sam.’

‘Aye, it’s me.’ He smiles too, but just a little smile. He always has a little smile, never a big one. And his eyes, no smile at all.

I give the pizzas to the little girls and man, and they leave. I remember the first time Sam comes. A few weeks ago. School lunchtime, place busy. He doesn’t stand in the queue, just stands by the window, and when the kids leave, he still stands and looks out window. A little guy. He doesn’t look at me, and I ask if he is late for school.

‘Nah,’ he said, like he is way too old for school.

He says my name wrong for a long time. I understand. There is no place in your mouth for words you only hear one time.

‘You want to work in here on Saturdays, Sam? Just a few hours. Maybe noon to three.’

And I get a big smile, first time. And then, it is like his smile pulls beauty into Pizza Palace, because here she is!

She’s the woman I watch swim up and down every Tuesday, up and down for half an hour, and she doesn’t splash or talk or smile to any of the other women. Just breaststrokes up and down, quietly, like a contemplating mermaid. It’s my job to watch her; I’m the pool attendant Tuesdays and Thursdays. I watch all the swimmers, but she the most. Her perfect head never in the water, her eyes like she is very far away. I know she feels like nobody does see her, and she is thinking: I am alone. Look at her! She has nothing wrong with her. No thing. She is Snow White. Same white skin, same red lips, same blue eyes.

What is she doing here in my Pizza Palace?

‘Hello, I can help you?’ I know my face is not right because she gives me a look. Then she opens her mouth and says:

‘Can I have a mushroom mini, please. Thank you very much.’

This is the first time I hear her voice. It is like her swim. It’s like … she doesn’t want to splash the air. She breaststrokes the air in my Pizza Palace, and this air, it moves over me like the calm waves from some place, some beach on the Baltic Sea. Whoosh! A door has just opened in my chest, and a sea gust blows in. No, this is not a nice feeling. It is very far from nice.

‘Yes, that is good. Five minutes,’ I say.

‘Fine,’ she says, and then no one knows what to do. I know I must begin to make the pizza, but she stands there and she looks at me. Maybe she recognises me? Sam makes a noise with the brush, but it is a far away noise. The shop window is huge, practically the whole wall, and looks onto the high street. The rain is suddenly hard against this window. Is it hail? I can hear thunder, and a carrier bag flies by the window with a woman chasing it. This is like something that happens in movies. It is very odd but true. In this tilting moment, I feel Marja fall away from me. There she goes! I can still see her, but now she is just a woman I used to love in Krakow. As if my heart has a limited love capacity, room for one love only. Pulling swim woman in, it releases Marja.

Swim woman – what is her name? – finally turns to stare out the window at the storm, and I turn to make her pizza. The best pizza I can make.

Sam

I stare at Maciek; Maciek stares at Mrs MacLeod. Mrs MacLeod stares out the window.

After she leaves with her mushroom mini, I say:

‘She’s got a husband, you know. They live up Swordale Road.’

He looks at me stupid-like, but Maciek lives in Evanton too, so he knows fine where Swordale Road is. I’ve been to his caravan twice now. It’s like two minutes from my house. Last time I went, he had my favourite biscuits – isn’t that nice? My own parents never remember to get mint KitKats.

Not told them about Maciek. Totally know what they’d say. Think I’m daft? They’d say he was a perv, and I’d not to go there. A man. A foreigner. Must be up to no good, inviting schoolboys to his caravan.

Like the paranoid saddos they are.

It’s totally obvious Maciek’s into women, not schoolboys. Always checking the ladies out. You should see the way girls eyeball him in the shop. Nice ass, I heard one of them whisper to her pal. And he so flirts with them. He acts quiet, but he’s a total slapper. In a good way.

I want to be a slapper too. Up for it.

Bit weird, him fancying Mrs MacLeod. She’s a bit posh. And tidy, not in good way. Not to mention totally married. He’s still looking like he’s been hit on the head.

‘She’s married to my English teacher. Mr MacLeod.’

‘What? What are you saying?’ He squints, as if he’s just waking.

‘Mr MacLeod. Took my phone off me last week. Prick.’

‘Who?’

‘Ah, forget it. Never mind.’ I put the brush away, and check my hair. Maciek has this little mirror at the back.

‘Ok, I am never minding.’

‘See you Saturday, ok Maciek?’

‘Yes, that will be good Sam.’

I like Maciek, he is probably my best friend right now, and he seems pretty smart and all. But all the way home on the bus I keep thinking: Crap, why would Maciek want to shag Mr MacLeod’s missus? She’s not even got tits.
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