
‘Two-hour books

to be devoured

in a single sitting:

literary cinema

for those fatigued

by film.’ tls

your
journey
starts
here. . . .

     



london, autumn 2012
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In March 2012 Peirene’s first book, Beside the Sea by Véronique
Olmi, was staged at the South Bank Centre
in London. ‘What a performance this was:
Irish actress Lisa Dwan delivering an 80-
minute tour de force… in Irina Brown’s
superbly sensitive production... I suspect
the piece, and Dwan’s performance, will
become a festival fixture around the world.’
michael coveney, whatsonstage.com

dear
book lovers,
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Books are not just about reading. We believe they form the basis
for live events. For example, the Peirene Experience mixes art
forms – readings, live music and acting. The Peirene Salons
present literary entertainment with dinner and wine. And at our
celebrated Peirene Occasions we curate literary parties exclusively
for you and your friends.

But let’s not forget the books. More and more readers trust 
Peirene’s choice. I am delighted to see a growing number of
subscribers worldwide, some of whom have already subscribed 
up to the end of 2014. I would like to thank them for their loyalty.

Over the next few pages we will take you on a literary journey 
through Europe. Our internationally acclaimed authors are 
joined by the three winners of PeiShoStoMo 2011 - our annual
900-word short story competition which takes place in the 
month of November.

I hope you enjoy our first-ever Peirene newspaper.

With my best wishes 

meike ziervogel, publisher  
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‘Peirene is the very
essence of independent 

publishing. It has 
a real passion for its

books as well as a 
vision for what 

it wants to achieve.’
INDEPENDENT PUBLISHERS GUILD 

NEWCOMER OF THE YEAR AWARD 2011 
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‘a class act’
GUARDIAN
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Chasing the King 
of Hearts
HANNA KRALL
Translated from the Polish by Philip Boehm.

‘This is the last leg of my journey. It would
be silly to lose my mind now.’

Since the deportation of her husband to
Auschwitz, Izolda Regenberg alias Maria
Pawlicka has had only one aim: to free her
husband. Her race to beat fate might appear
absurd to others, but not to her. In times 
of war and destruction she learns to 
trust herself.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
This is a beautiful love story. A story which
makes one weep for mankind. While Hanna
Krall’s terse prose is designed to convey the 
utter desperation of war, her deft touch evokes
hope and a sense of homecoming.

With her laconic style, Krall creates a lightness that
holds the horror and… amazes the reader. faz
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The Mussel Feast
BIRGIT VANDERBEKE
Translated from the German by Jamie Bulloch.

The German book that has shaped an entire generation.

A mother and her two teenage children sit at the dinner table. 
In the middle stands a large pot of cooked mussels. Why has the
father not returned home? As the evening wears on, we glimpse 
the issues that are tearing this family apart. 

‘I wrote this book in August 1989, just before the Fall of the Wall. 
I wanted to understand how revolutions start. It seemed logical 
to use the figure of a tyrannical father and turn the story into a
German family saga.’ birgit vanderbeke

why peirene chose to publish this book:
I love this monologue. It’s the first Peirene book which made me laugh out
loud with tears in my eyes. The author lays bare the contradictory logic of
an inflexible mind. This is a poignant yet hilarious narrative with a
brilliant ending.

Vanderbeke portrays her calculating anti-hero
with chilling precision. der spiegel

peirene title no 10 map ref l8

NEW in 2013

The collective consciousness in this novel is 
an amazing choir: Carlson makes the souls 
of Downe parish sing. helsingin sanomat

Mr Darwin’s Gardener
KRISTINA CARLSON
Translated from the Finnish by Emily Jeremiah and 
Fleur Jeremiah.

A postmodern Victorian novel about faith, knowledge 
and our inner needs.

The late 1870s, the Kentish village of Downe. The villagers
gather in church one rainy Sunday. Only Thomas Davies
stays away. This eccentric loner, father of two and a 
grief-stricken widower, works as a gardener for the
notorious naturalist, Charles Darwin. He shuns religion. 
But now Thomas needs answers. What should he believe 
in? And why should he continue to live?

why peirene chose to publish this book:
A stunning, poetic work. Like Dylan Thomas in Under Milk
Wood, Carlson evokes the voices of an entire village, and,
through them, the spirit of the age. The apparent tensions
between science and spirituality, Darwinism and humanism, 
reach a beautiful, life-affirming resolution.

map ref q14peirene title no 11
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The Murder of Halland
PIA JUUL
Translated from the Danish by Martin Aitken.

Denmark’s foremost literary author turns crime
fiction on its head.

Bess and Halland live in a small town where 
everyone knows everyone else. When Halland is
found murdered in the main square the police
encounter only riddles. For Bess bereavement 
marks the start of a journey that leads her to a
reassessment first of her friends, then of her family.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
If you like crime you won’t be disappointed. A murder, 
a gun, an inspector, suspense. But the story strays far
beyond the whodunnit norm. Pia Juul charts the phases 
of bereavement in beautifully stark language. 
PS Don’t skip the quotes.

Anything but a standard crime novel. 
The mystery at its heart is the mystery 
we are to each other. economist

Sea of Ink
RICHARD WEIHE
Translated from the Swiss German by Jamie Bulloch.

A beautiful novella in 51 short chapters and 11 pictures
about the life of Bada Shanren, the most influential
Chinese painter of all times.

In 1626, Bada Shanren is born into the Chinese royal
family. When the old Ming Dynasty crumbles, he 
becomes an artist, committed to capturing the essence 
of nature with a single brushstroke. Then the rulers of
the new Qing Dynasty discover his identity and Bada 
must feign madness to escape.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
Fact and fiction achieve a perfect union in this exquisite
novella. A beautiful story about the quiet, determined 
pursuit of inspiration, this is a charming and uplifting book.
After reading it, I looked at the world a little differently.

Delicate and moving. independent

peirene title no 9 map ref l8
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The Brothers
ASKO SAHLBERG
Translated from the Finnish by Emily Jeremiah and 
Fleur Jeremiah.

A Shakespearean drama from icy Finland.

Finland, 1809. Henrik and Erik are brothers who fought 
on opposite sides in the war between Sweden and Russia.
With peace declared, they both return to their snowed-
in farm. But who is the master?

Sexual tensions, old grudges, family secrets: all come to 
a head in this dark and gripping saga.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
This is a historical novel in miniature form. It deals in dark
passions and delivers as many twists as a 500-page epic. And 
as if that were not enough, each character speaks in a distinct
voice. I’m thrilled to be publishing a book that is as Finnish 
as a forest in winter – but that resembles a work from the
American South: William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying. 

Intensely visual ... a brooding, atmospheric, Scan-
dinavian late night movie. independent on sunday

map ref q14peirene title no 7
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Maybe This Time
ALOIS HOTSCHNIG
Translated from the Austrian German by Tess Lewis.

guardian paperback of the year 2011

A spellbinding short story collection by one of Austria’s
most critically acclaimed authors.

A man becomes obsessed with observing his neighbours. 
A large family gathers for Christmas only to wait for the
one member who never turns up. An old woman lures 
a man into her house, where he finds dolls resembling 
himself as a boy. Mesmerizing and haunting stories 
about loss of identity in the modern world.

why peirene chose to publish this book: 
I love Kafka and here we have a Kafkaesque sense of
alienation - not to mention narrative experiments galore!
Outwardly normal events slip into drama before they tip 
into horror. These oblique stories exert a fascinating hold
over the reader.

Hotschnig’s stories have the weird,
creepy and ambiguous quality of
disturbing dreams. guardian

map ref m6

Tomorrow Pamplona
JAN VAN MERSBERGEN
Translated from the Dutch by Laura Watkinson.

A story about anger, aggression and the desire for intimacy
by a rising star of modern Dutch literature.

A professional boxer and a family man meet by chance on 
a journey to the Pamplona Bull Run. The boxer is fleeing
an unhappy affair. The father hopes to escape his dull
routine. Both know that, eventually, they will have to
return to the place each calls ‘home’.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
I adore the deceptive simplicity of this story. On the surface, 
the fast-moving plot, the short sentences, the ordinary words
make the text as straightforward as punches in a boxing 
match. But just as physical conflict stirs deep emotions, so too
does this book as it focuses on a single question: how do you
choose between flight and fight?

A book that is likely to divide readers, possibly
along gender lines. financial times

peirene title no 5 map ref h7
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Next World Novella
MATTHIAS POLITYCKI
Translated from the German by Anthea Bell.

independent foreign fiction prize 2011
longlist
the independent books of the year 2011

Germany’s master of wit and irony now 
for the first time in English. 

Hinrich takes his existence at face value. 
His wife, on the other hand, has always
been more interested in the after-life. 
Or so it seemed. When she dies of a stroke,
Hinrich goes through her papers, only to
discover a totally different perspective 
on their marriage. Thus commences, a
dazzling intellectual game of shifting
realities.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
This novella deals with the weighty subjects 
of marriage and death in an impressively 
light manner. Shifting realities evolve with 
a beautiful sense of irony and wit. It is a tone
that allows us to reflect – without judgement –
on misunderstandings, contradictory
perceptions and the transience of life. 

peirene title no 4 map ref l8

Inventive and deeply affecting.
independent
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Stone in a Landslide
MARIA BARBAL
Translated from the Catalan by Laura McGloughlin 

and Paul Mitchell.

the independent books of the year 2010
foyles book of the year 2010

The Catalan modern classic, first published in 1985, 
now in its 50th edition, for the first time in English.

The beginning of the 20th century: 13-year-old Conxa
leaves her home village in the Pyrenees to work for her
childless aunt. After years of hardship she finds love with
Jaume – a love that will be thwarted by the Spanish Civil
War. Approaching her own death, Conxa looks back on 
a life in which she has lost everything except her own
indomitable spirit.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
I fell in love with Conxa’s narrative voice, its stoic calmness
and complete lack of anger and bitterness. It’s a timeless 
voice, down to earth and full of human contradictory 
nuances. It’s the expression of someone who is searching 
for understanding in a changing world.

Understated power. 
financial times

map ref h4

Portrait of the Mother as 
a Young Woman
FRIEDRICHE CHRISTIAN DELIUS
Translated from the German by Jamie Bulloch.

guardian books of the year 2010

Rome one January afternoon in 1943. A young German
woman is on her way to listen to a Bach concert at the
Lutheran church. Innocent and naïve, the war is for her
little more than a daydream, until she realizes that her
husband might never return.

This is a mesmerizing psychological portrait of the human
need to safeguard innocence and integrity at any cost - 
even at the risk of excluding reality.

why peirene chose to publish this book:
I was simply enthralled by the structure of this narrative, a
single 105-page long sentence with a beautifully clear rhythm.
At the same time it’s a compelling and credible description of
a ‘typical’ young German woman during the Nazi era. If we
can relate to her we come close to understanding the forces 
that were shaping an entire generation.

A small masterpiece. tls

map ref l8peirene title no 3
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Beside the Sea
VÉRONIQUE OLMI
Translated from the French by Adriana Hunter.

winner of scott moncrieff prize 2011 for best english
translation from french.
longlisted for independent foreign fiction prize 2011.
booktrust top 5 translated books 2010.

The French controversial bestseller for the first time
available in English.

A single mother takes her two young sons on a trip to 
the seaside. They stay in a hotel, drink hot chocolate and 
go to the funfair. She wants to protect them from an
uncomprehending and cold world. She knows that it 
will be the last trip for her boys.

A haunting and thought-provoking story about how a
mother’s love for her children can be more dangerous 
than the dark world she is seeking to keep at bay.

why peirene chose to publish this book: 
This is the most impressive novel about the relationship
between a mother and child that I have read. Véronique Olmi
handles an aspect of motherhood that we all too often deny. 
She depicts a woman’s fear of releasing her children into 
the world. 

Peirene is proud to support The Maya Centre, a charity for
women. 50p from each copy of this book sold will be
donated. www.mayacentre.org.uk

A mesmerising portrait... it must be read. guardian

peirene title no 1 map ref f6
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‘Instantly recognisable 
as a series, the unusual 

mix of type and 
graphical elements 
ensures these books 

stand out, making this 
collection worthy 

of its highly 
commended status.’ 

BRITISH BOOK DESIGN AND 
PRODUCTION AWARDS 2011
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Chick lit 
this ain't’ 

THE WOMEN'S ROOM

‘



Every now and again, I wonder about the
courting techniques of men. And of male
writers in particular.

As we all know, courting is about pretence.
It’s a game. And I like that game – if it is
played well.

I am sometimes approached by writers
directly – always men, never women. And
frankly in most cases, I’d like to have a
word with their mothers. Apparently they
have never taught their sons the art of
gallantry.

So, because their mothers didn’t do the job
well enough, may I point out some of the
fundamental principles of courtship.

The most important rule: if you try to
chat up a woman, look her in the eye

and not straight past her. And if the
lady is a publisher, that means look at her
website and find out what she publishes.
Then ideally offer her what she wants. If,
however, you haven’t got what she wants
but would still like to try your luck, take her
rebuff in a light-hearted spirit. In that way
she might at least retain a pleasant memory
of you.

If she fails to reply, be patient. Under no
circumstances, resend your email every
other day. Generally she tries to respond to
every email, but if your email is the third
or fourth in the day offering her a 500-
page novel, while she is only interested in
novellas, please forgive any delays. If you
then ring her, be prepared for a polite but
firm ‘No, thank you.’ To which you ought
to reply with a nice, cheery goodbye and
‘hopefully our paths will cross one day’.

Don’t put down the phone in a huff. Also,
do try to avoid ringing her at the weekend.
Her husband might answer and will tell
you that he is only the publisher’s husband
and cannot decide what is published and
what not. Furthermore, don’t feel obliged
to write letters to her husband requesting
that he put in a good word with his wife.
The husband always shows such letters to
his wife. And the wife is not impressed.

I am now letting you in to a secret – a
secret I will tell my son in due course:
women are simple creatures. Give them
exactly what they want, wrapped up nicely
with lots of compliments – and yes, most
women do know what they want. Better
still, if the lady is a publisher she tends to
announce what she wants on her website.
Read carefully, respond well - and you will
be a happy man. meike ziervogel

peirenepress.com/blog

twitter.com/peirenepress

peirene blog
how to court a lady (-publisher)

facebook @PeirenePress



Salon

Coffee Morning

Roaming Store

Experience

‘A combination of fringe theatre,
psychiatrist’s couch, conversazione
society and flirtation parlour, the
Peirene salon is unlike any other
literary gathering. It was intellectually
stimulating but full of laughter,
argumentative but friendly, seriously
focussed on the Novel but without
forgetting the Wine. And Meike
Ziervogel — gracious, beautiful and
just slightly wicked — is the best
salonnière since Madame Geoffrin 
in 18th century Paris.’ 
john walsh, independent

‘The closure of Crouch End’s bookshop was a loss. Luckily,
Peirene stepped in to fill the gap. Our customers and we are

thrilled that Peirene are selling their beautiful books outside
our local supermarket.’ andrew thornton, budgens london n8

‘Coffee, cake and books go well together. I am so
pleased to give High Tea customers the

experience of the Peirene event.’ georgina
worthington, high tea of highgate

Peirene Event

‘We are all consumers of fiction but
rarely have the chance to interact with
the creator of the images that can fill
our heads. Not knowing quite what to
expect, I gathered my London team for
a social evening hosted by the Peirene
Press. Over champagne and a
wonderful buffet dinner we were
introduced to their latest author who
fascinated the team both with his
explanation of the creative process and
by reading some of the key passages
from his latest novel. We all arrived
thinking we had a novel inside us, and
left with a novel as a gift and a much
greater appreciation for the craft
involved. Definitely an event to
remember.’ andrew clark, 
vice president, booz & co

 



the winner 
Judges’ comment: ‘This superb short 
story is both intriguing and moving.
Within 900 words the reader warms to
both the woman and the boy. A single,
powerful image, their two bodies on the
bed, intimate yet detached, is more than
enough to carry the story. Impressive use
of dialogue.’

london
Rosa Rankin-Gee
Let us start with a bed, let us look from
above. The sheet is a canvas, pulled taut 
in the morning. Two figures have moved
it loose, but now they are still. One light,
one dark, a woman, a boy.

A finger paints a line across a breast,
so slowly the path cannot be kept straight.
The boy’s eyes follow the finger; his. He
looks hard, he always looks. He places a
palm around each breast.

‘Pomelo,’ he says. He doesn’t know
the word in English. ‘Son los poros. . .
muchos, como un pomelo. . .’

‘Oh –’ she says, a shy out-breath,
shutting her eyes, smiling, slightly. 
‘Poh-mellow.’

He takes her hand and pushes the
backs of her fingers flat down on the 
bed. Her wrist arches off the sheets. He
traces dark blue veins with his thumb.

‘Como arroyos. . . rios. . .’ Her eyes
stay shut. He goes on, ‘You know, 
ree-bers. . .’

‘Ree-bers?’
‘Ree-bers.’
‘Oh, rivers –’
‘Si, ree-bers. Forgive English. . . I am

stranger. Extranjero. You say stranger?’
‘Yes. Well. . . no. Well – yes, I

suppose.’
‘Ree-bers. This –’ Thumb, veins.

‘Wriss like ree-bers. You know, I be’
thinking –’ He props himself up and
perches on one elbow. ‘El cuerpo – eh. . .
body. . . you say body. The body is. . .
whole world.’

That makes sense, she thinks, in his
line of work. Asian, Latino, black even, he
must have seen the whole world in bodies.

But this isn’t what he means.
‘Is like foot. Like skin on foot. . . I

find like deserto. . . desert. . . very – dry –
And here –’ his finger xylophones her
knuckles – ‘here is hills.’

Her breathing changes when he
touches her.

‘Y aqui, here. . . cicatriz – eh, como
se dice? Marca?’ He runs his finger round
the rim of her BCG scar. ‘Is like moon. Is
like moon, sabes? Young bodies. . . is all
same. But when is antigua, when is old
like you. . . is like universe.’

‘In Spanish.’ She shuts her eyes 
again and turns her head away. ‘Say it in
Spanish again.’

‘What is this look-away girls do?’ 
He touches her tiny eyelashes; they flicker
as if her face was in full sun. ‘One girl, 
she tell me, in English you say it
“bashful”.’ He says it bass-full. He lights 
a cigarette. ‘You say him “bashful”, no? 
I like this word.’

He is perched on one elbow. Smiling.
Staring. Smoking. Still talking. He always
talks a lot, afterwards.

‘Bashful,’ he says again, no ‘h’. ‘Is
excellent name for it. . .’

‘And your name?’ she says. That’s
when she opens her eyes. This boy on 
her bed. ‘What is your name?’

He leans over her, elbow, breast, and
flicks his cigarette. It’s not an ashtray, it’s
where she keeps her reading glasses.

‘Pablo?’ He says it with a question
mark. Bluffing, nothing: clear to both 
of them.

‘Pablo,’ she says, in English. ‘I
thought it would be something like that.
From your skin.’ She is too scared to touch
him again. ‘Pab-lo.’ Almost two words.
‘It’s a beautiful name.’

‘Yes, Pablo,’ he repeats, no question
mark, his lips a perfect circle for the 
‘blo’. Blow: he breathes it slow, low, into
her neck.

Then he says he must go.
He slides off the bed and into Levi’s,

she slides up the pillows. He pulls on a 
T-shirt and she pulls the sheets up like 
a toga.

‘Podrias – ser – mi – madre,’ he 
tells her, kisses like commas between each
word.

‘I only know “gracias”. . .’ she says,
but so quietly, and by then, he is gone.

It is a bright morning and the boy hums

‘Cielito Lindo’ as he walks home. He
passes a Lebanese shop and buys two
grapefruits for his breakfast. He checks
that they are flat where they have sat 
in the box, because this means that they
are ripe, and he pays with a fifty-pound
note. ‘I bed for red,’ he rhymes in his
head, as he takes the money out. In Paris,
it was fifty-too, but in euros. There, they
called it the golden ticket. Change in his
pocket, he goes up his stairs, two at a time,
with a grapefruit in each hand.

Before breakfast, he will shower. 
His soap is unperfumed and so is his
deodorant. For ‘sensitive skin’, a quirk of
the job: in case of husbands, he leaves no
scent. He pushes the silver stick over his
armpits four times each way, until dark
hairs are weaved white. He dips and
breathes deep, and smells nothing, which
is good.

Back in bed, the bed we started with, 
there is only one person now in the
painting. Has she been asleep since he left?
Maybe, she isn’t sure. She is suddenly
cold. She has not slept without clothes on
for a long time. Sharp shame – where are
the sheets? She tenses her feet – then re-
members she is alone again. She wonders
then, as people do at the end of stories, if it
was all a dream. She pulls the pillow to
her face, so slowly its path cannot be kept
straight. She wants to breathe him in one
last time. She breathes deep and breathes
the same answer, nothing.

Rosa Rankin-Gee is 25 and lives in Paris,
where she edits the tri-city arts journal 
‘A Tale of Three Cities’ and organizes book
swap parties for up to 300 people. Last
summer, her novella ‘The Last Kings of
Sark’ won Shakespeare & Company’s 
Paris Literary Prize. 
www.taleofthree.com
twitter@rosarankingee

1st runner-up
Judges’ comment: ‘Alternating between past
and present in a 900-word short story is a
risky business. But here it works beautifully.
The past feels as immediate as the present,
brings the central character to life in the
reader’s mind and makes the final, shock-
ing realization all the more powerful.’

PeiShoStoMo
Short fiction, when done well, can be
more powerful than any other form of
writing; consider Hemingway’s famous
six-word short: ‘For sale. Baby shoes.
Never worn.’ — any more detail, and the
story would collapse. To celebrate the
short form, each November we run a 
900-word short story competition. 

2011 judges
A panel representing three stages in 
the world of literature — a writer, a 
publisher and a bookseller:

richard de nooy is a novelist
writing in Dutch and English.

meike ziervogel is the founder
and publisher of Peirene Press. 

peter ho is the owner of the
independent bookshop Clerkenwell Tales.

Peirene’s Annual Short Story Competition
For details how to enter 2012 PeiShoStoMo competition, visit
http://www.peirenepress.com/about_us/competition

 



brussels
Ingrid Murray

Je t’ai tenue, mon étrangère,
Dans un piège de chair
Pour que tu réinventes le monde,
Pour que tu naisses forte
De toutes mes faiblesses,
Mon rocher sur lequel
Je me brise.
(Anne-Marie Derèse)

Apparently it was the British who invited
Leopold of Saxe-Coburg on to the throne
of Belgium. I imagine he was quite flat-
tered back then on 21st July 1831 and 
I dare say he’d be equally proud today to
see his little state flaunting its hardware,
parading its military might on the streets
for all the world to see just how well this
disregarded little state is doing right now.

Right now it is 21st July 1987.
Belgium’s national day. The heart of
Europe is beating.

The boy is the eldest of three. He is
eight or thereabouts, born under the sign
of Pisces – on a Friday, so he is loving and
giving, dreamily meandering, buoyed by
warm currents of familial love, fascinated,
like no other Piscean I know, by guns and
warfare. As his mother, I am far from
neutral regarding this obsession, but my
former youthful reasoned stance on
questions of morality and politics has long
since – eight years to be precise – become
complicated and convoluted to the point 
of unpickability, like an Aran cardigan
gone wrong.

I take the metro from Vandervelde to
Schumann, descending and ascending the
silvery continuum with all the singular
purpose of a locust in a locust swarm bent
on the Argentinian Pampas. The girl clings
to the buggy’s handle; the boy is off. I call
him back. He reins in his enthusiasm with
undisguised antipathy.

We emerge into what should be sun
were it not for the sun-eclipsing concrete
of the European Quarter. The sight of
the tanks gathered at Cinquantenaire,
waiting, deadly, for the off, make my
stomach leap into my throat. The boy is
transfixed but this feeling of enclosure,
encirclement, of threat will not leave me.
We set off in the direction of Rue de la
Loi, heading, with the rest of the cannon
fodder, towards Parc, the Parliament, the
Royal Palace, the green flowering place,
the lung; therefrom to watch the
procession with a degree of equanimity (I
am hoping).

Somewhere in the corridor that is
Rue de la Loi, the boy disappears. How
long ago was that? I cannot say. A few
minutes? Five? Surely less? I shout sound-
lessly as the tanks file past on the road. 
I move willlessly forward, part of a multi-
celled column of lifeblood, stuttering
along a pavement that has become
sclerotic. I can’t stop now or the body will
seize up. I understand somehow that in
this place it is useless to panic.

We are drawn to the delta. In front 
of the Parliament house the file of tanks
and missile launchers is heralded by

undulating and ecstatic Belgian flags. 
A fly-past of jets roars its accompaniment.
I turn left, pushing on towards the palace,
scanning the crowd as I go for a red
sweater, a Where’s Wally task in this sea 
of military grey and tricolours of gold,
black and red. The girl is sobbing her
disquiet. I am unmoved. The baby’s party
dress is smeared in rusk. I turn in front 
of the Royal Palace. Onwards. And once
more I turn. I see a gendarme, a spectator
of the spectacle. I approach this gun-
toting protector of the public. I am pre-
paring to speak in schoolgirl French.

And then I see him, insouciant, rapt.
Someone has lifted him to a vantage point
and he is perched on the perimeter wall of
the park. His back rests on iron railings.
He holds a Belgian flag. He sees me and
does not flinch.

My heart beats again. I have him once
more. I cannot reprimand him. We stop
with him and watch with him. The girl
stops her sobbing. A cotton-wool calm
descends around us.

I lied. In fact it is 2010. Belgium has
surrendered itself unto itself. Lost in an
ocean of bombastic rhetoric, it is without
government.

I am back in England, divorced,
grandmothered. My older daughter’s baby
son is four weeks old and poorly or else
she would be here with us. My younger
daughter has brought her fiancé. He is tall
and handsome and a bit like my son about
the eyes. He is Piscean too, but born on a
Thursday, he has far to go. I hold tight 
the hands of my son’s stepdaughters. The
eight-year-old, the more sensitive of the
pair, holds mine tighter, her still small
fingers like balm on an old gardener’s
skin. The girl’s mother, my was-about-to-
be daughter-in-law, links hands with the
older girl on one side and with her own
mother on the other. The six-year-old
clings to me on one side and to her Jellycat
on the other.

The procession makes its way
through the town, a solemn cortege 
filing past people six to eight deep on the
roadside. Flags drape the coffins of our
loved-ones. There are whole families
wearing T-shirts naming their loss. I wear
light green. The suit I bought for my son’s
wedding that will not now take place. My
not-quite daughter-in-law is in grey. The
girls are both in blue and white with little
frilly socks and black patent-leather shoes.
My younger daughter wears black. Her
face is swollen with grief. She leans on her
fiancé for support and the most terrible
thought enters my head as I look at him,
protective and kind, and solid, alive with 
a bit of my son’s colouring in those eyes.

Ingrid Murray writes fiction and poetry.
Several of her poems have been published
by Poetry Scotland. Ingrid is currently
undertaking a creative writing course
with the OU.
twitter:  @ingridmurray
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twist at the end. What starts of as an

utterly predictable tale of adultery is
turned on its head by the last sentence.
Following the main protagonist, the
reader is skillfully misguided until the 
last moment.’

edinburgh’s obscura 
Joanne Odgen

‘Do you mind if I hog the bathroom? I’m
longing for a soak. You know what I’m
like with hotels.’ I made a show of un-
wrapping and unfurling the courtesy
virgin bathrobe and slippers.

‘No, you go ahead. I’ll catch up on
the paper.’

‘I bet you will,’ I muttered under my
breath, the words safely swallowed by the
steam rising from the tub. With the bath
filled to capacity, I returned to the
bedroom. Swathed in a fluffy white bath-
sheet, I circled the bed, ostensibly to
retrieve my moisturizer from the suitcase.
Patrick’s eyes flicked up briefly as the edge
of my towel brushed his knee. Not so
much ‘come to bed’ eyes, more ‘can’t you
fit through that gap’ eyes. There was a
time when a combination of hotel room,
fresh white sheets and a scantily clad wife
would have led to a missed dinner
reservation. Nowadays, Patrick always
reserved a table for 6.30; eating late played
havoc with his digestion.

Feeling quite the Bond girl, I set the
trap. While Patrick sat puzzling over the
crossword, his technophobe wife was
bugging their hotel room. Well, perhaps I
was getting a little carried away with all
the subterfuge. I had purchased an iPod,
which the pre-pubescent boy behind the
counter assured me could record a
conversation across a room. I slid it to
voice-memo mode, positioned it as high as
I dared and pressed record.

‘Right, I’m off for a wallow.’
Outwardly, I was humming and

splashing, but my ears were straining to
hear the call. I willed him to call her. How
else was I to set eyes on my adversary? I
had first stumbled across their affair
thanks to an undeleted email. Lipstick on
the collar and the heady scent of perfume
are clichés of a past generation of cheats.
Today, it’s all about texts and emails.
Thirty-one years of marriage, two child-
ren, one redundancy and an incontinent
Labrador later, you think you know
somebody. The treachery propelled me.
Like a stray bullet I ricocheted off the
walls of our marital home, unable to settle
on a target.

The espionage was simple. From
what I could make out, they only met up
when he travelled to the Edinburgh office.
Hence, one evening over dinner, when he
mentioned an upcoming Scotland trip, 
I invited myself along before the first 
forkful of cottage pie reached his 
lying lips.

‘Remember the Camera Obscura?’
Patrick was in a whimsical mood this
evening. Normally I instigated the
reminiscing. Slathering on the salve of
good times helped to ease the sting caused
by a bristling empty nest. ‘That quirky

museum was a real find.’ The con-
versation moved on to the children’s
distress at the lonely fate of Greyfriar’s
Bobby, but it was mention of the Camera
Obscura which struck a chord with me.

Although the recording was muffled,
I could discern Patrick’s words. Their plan
was to meet outside Edinburgh Castle.
Maybe go for a quiet lunch. No, I would
be out of the way. I had plans to spend the
day at Holyrood Palace. He detailed my
interest in Mary Queen of Scots, ex-
plaining that I had just finished reading
her biography. What a lousy adulterer!
The reading matter of wives is hardly
pillow talk for mistresses.

It was twenty-four years since our
family trip to Edinburgh. I counted them
out as I climbed the stairs to the Camera
Obscura’s rooftop chamber. Twenty-four
years – time was a trickster. With the skill
of a con artist, he had diverted my
attention with school uniforms and
arguments about homework, while his
unseen accomplice had snatched my
children and pushed my husband towards
retirement. By the time I noticed the
crime, my beautiful babies had become
women with jobs and my husband 
had metamorphosed into a grey-haired
philanderer.

Our guide explained the scientific
principles of the giant pinhole camera. 
My attention only focused when the 
lights were dimmed and an image of
Edinburgh appeared on the large white
table. The picture was slowly rotated and
the talk was of lenses and 360-degree
panoramas. While the guide placed some
folded paper on the table to form a
makeshift bridge over which the pro-
jected pedestrians trooped, I searched for
Patrick. I spotted him and then I saw her.
Despite the evidence, I hadn’t truly
believed the betrayal until now. She was
pretty: not a femme fatale, just a woman
wrapped in a winter coat. She was young,
no more than thirty-five. His arm was
draped around her shoulders. The camera
never lies. Reaching to the table, I
squashed them both with my ring finger.
The guide stared, momentarily stuttering
his patter.

‘I’ve booked a table for 6.30 tonight.’
Patrick was attentive that evening. He has
a conscience, I concluded as I applied a
thick layer of make-up over the cracks.
The waiter guided us to our table and
Patrick’s hand slipped into mine, his
fingers encircling my wedding band.

The table was set for three. She was
seated in the corner. As we approached,
she made to stand and then stopped
midway. Sliding back into her chair, she
curled a strand of errant hair behind her
ear and smiled. Patrick spoke first.

‘There’s no easy way to do this. I
thought it would be best if you two 
met and we could talk. Love, I’d like to
introduce you to my daughter.’

Joanne Ogden has been shortlisted for 
and won several writing prizes, including
the Meridian Writing Competition and the
Du Maurier Short Story Prize 2012.
www.joanneogdenwriter.co.uk
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