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            MONDAY

         

         Hi girls,

         Kinga-Alojzia here. It’s almost bedtime, and I’m at the kitchen table beginning our diary for the week of 26 February 2024.

         This is a voice transcription. It had to be. I’ve got lots to tell you; it’d take ages to write it down. I’m whispering as a precaution against being overheard, so I’m not sure how this will turn out. I’ll check the punctuation before I close my eyes. For now I’m watching these words rushing along the screen, crashing into each other, splitting, trembling for the blink of an eye as letters are substituted. Vowels spin like roulette wheels while the program waits for me to finish pronouncing a word. It’s you I’m talking to, not my phone … still, it’s hard to imagine a keener listener than AI.

         An example: just today I exchanged personalised news alerts with Eva from work. We began doing that with the expectation that sooner or later the information that’s been gathered about our browsing habits will lead us to the same corners of the internet. That’s what’s supposed to happen when an algorithm scans the online behaviour of two women in their early forties who send each other copious amounts of memes, sign the same petitions, have the same reproduced map of Narnia hung up on the wall behind their desks and pounce on the same bargains at the same times: Christmas decorations on 426 December, yes. Real chocolate – that is, the French, Swiss or Belgian stuff – the day after St Valentine’s, yes. Black Friday, no. But we’ve been comparing notes for seven years, and our news alerts are yet to meet in the middle.

         ‘So, what’s today’s top bulletin?’ Eva asked me.

         ‘Oh … these are such troubling times, Eva. The Luxury Enamel Posse has struck again.’

         ‘What? The what?’

         ‘The Luxury Enamel Posse,’ I said, enunciating as clearly as I could. ‘No, I understood that part,’ Eva said. ‘You speak such nice Czech, Kinga—’ (sorry, girls, I couldn’t resist taking this moment to imitate Eva in Condescending Mode. It’s possibly her cutest mode. I genuinely mean that, but also patronising one’s patroniser is a victory of sorts, so just let me have it). ‘You speak such nice Czech, Kinga, but what is this Posse?’

         ‘Oh, you never heard about them? They invade your home just before dawn, fold you up into a suitcase and fill the remaining suitcase space with loose teeth and blank cheques. Then they zip up the case and leave.’

         Eva began stapling forms, BAM, BAM, BAM. ‘Ježíš Maria,’ she said. ‘As if we don’t have enough on our plates.’

         I raised my phone so she could see I was referring to a reputable news source. ‘So, ah, as it says here, this time the LEP visited a family of three in Chodov. Mother, father, ten-year-old son, all three toothed up and chequed out. The kid’s suitcase was left partially unzipped, so he managed to get out and unpack his parents, but I think gymnastics classes are the 5real hero here, because when you look at how they had his arms around his ankles—’

         ‘Is that their main stomping ground, then? Chodov?’ Eva was getting her hopes up, looking for ways to make this one neighbourhood’s concern. She lives in Střešovice, so all she knows is the soft life. Because what’s Střešovice, really … if you ask me, that place isn’t much more than a garden with houses sprinkled on top.

         ‘No,’ I told her. ‘So far they’ve popped up all over Prague. I suppose if they stuck to one postal code they’d have been caught long ago.’

         That elicited another Ježíš Maria from my work wife, and a question: ‘When we say “crew”, are we talking about five or six people?’

         ‘More like thirteen or fourteen, or so their victims say. Some of them do the tooth- and cheque-stuffing, while others, ah, stand around pointing and laughing, or eating snacks they’ve actually brought with them. In a couple of instances, neighbours who thought they were hearing a house party have knocked on the front door to have a grumble, and the Crew immediately dropped everything and swooped out onto the street,’ I consulted my phone, ‘like a flock of bats.’

         ‘So now I’ve got to lie in bed trying to decide whether the racket from the floor above is just some selfishness I can sleep through, or I’m listening to this Luxury Crew’s latest target and only my hostility can shorten the ordeal? It’s too exasperating. What exactly is their objective?’

         ‘That’s what we’d all love to know, Eva. But no one even 6has a clue where to begin speculating.’

         ‘Alright, setting aside the cheques, what about all those loose teeth? Who do they belong to?’

         ‘That’s still under investigation.’

         ‘They must have had at least a few of those teeth analysed at a lab by now,’ Eva said, pointing her stapler at me and narrowing her eyes.

         ‘Apparently the teeth don’t match dental records held anywhere in the country. Look, I’m not happy about it either, but what can we do? Now: what did your phone urgently want to tell you today?’

         ‘Oh, it’s wonderful news,’ Eva said, showing me a somewhat blurred photo. Its subject, a lean and brindled rabbit, appeared to be snarling slightly. Three gold medals lay at the rabbit’s feet. You could sense that this had been a tricky photoshoot. This was a portrait of a winner who’d guarded her medals, refusing to be decorated with them and making it clear that a close-up shot was out of the question. ‘Marketa’s the only bunny in the entire history of the European Rabbit-Hop Championships to take first place in three different events. She got gold medals for the flat track, park run and long jump events. And the best part is, she’s Czech. A hardworking resident of Ústí nad Labem who trained every day, rain or shine.’

         An inspiration to us all. Franta, Valérie, Pavlína and I took a five-minute break and gathered round Eva’s computer to watch Marketa of the former Sudetenland conquering every obstacle set in her path. The Rabbit-Hop Champion left me no room for my usual scepticism as to whether I’m dealing 7with a person who’s really trying their best. This Marketa was a compact unit of concentration, pounding away at the air like a fist. She was news I wouldn’t have had the faintest inkling of if not for Eva.

         Speaking of ultimate effort, girls … I’ve unregistered our Wolt account again. This time I’m begging you not to reinstall the app for at least another three months. You’ve already placed enough food-delivery orders for a lifetime. I’ve looked over the receipts, I’ve looked at menu photos, and you ladies can’t be serious. You’re joking with me, and I can’t laugh – I’d need to find the stamina first. We’re a forty-year-old with places to go and things to do. You can’t really think that pale amber-tinted broths and avocados sliced in half and covered with wildflowers are the winning formula that meets our daily needs. It’s just not possible for any of the Kingas our grandmother raised to be this out of touch. Not only would Babcia have gone off on one if she’d ever found out about all of this, but she’d have been justified for once. What happened to the frugal ways we were taught? And do you not see that at this rate our arms are liable to dwindle to toothpicks? That’s not a physique we can afford; nobody can. Anyone who intends to keep living in this complicated world has to be able to wield a rolling pin (or similar) in the unhinged manner Babcia did that night Dad crashed through the bathroom window roaring that nobody ever spares a thought for a father’s love and she’d almost made up her mind to let him say his piece until she saw he hadn’t even had the common courtesy to take his shoes off in her home. I know it was Dziadek’s home, too, but they took 8care of the place in different ways. Dziadek’s ways were all the level-headed ones that involved an infinitely expanding box of spanners, screwdrivers and all sorts of other bits he referred to as ‘thingies’. Pass the thingy … Nobody likes their placidity being taken for granted; I saw him try to show us some anger from time to time. He never even made it to indignation – it was like he couldn’t find his way there, and, discovering that he was too proud to ask for directions, he turned around and went home to his main facial expression, the one that was half indifference and half polished cordiality. If Dziadek had ever laid down his book of the day and watched TV he’d have known what I meant when I once told him he’d make a perfect game show host. But he didn’t, so he didn’t.

         Emboldened by the feeling that he wouldn’t mind, I’ve tried to saddle him with the blame for our pie-in-the-sky tendencies – Oh, that’s who we take after, it’s Dziadek – but really it must’ve been the novels themselves that did it. We’d never have ended up needing what we now think of as ‘more’ if not for all those eats characters keep enjoying in books. Do crumpets actually taste of anything, or have we been brainwashed? It’s probably too late to answer that.

         I get it, that’s all I’m trying to say. I get it, I accept that our tastes have been formed, and I’m not interested in making anyone feel guilty about what makes them happy. I could always feel the Lenten fast trying to do those things to us when we were younger, so this request is nothing like that. No deprivation! Just … let’s prepare the character-in-a-novel feasts at home, please. We’ve got all the ingredients. Check the 9freezer: I tracked down unagi fillets. In the cupboard directly above the washing machine you’ll find a vial of balsamic vinegar that’s been aged for fifty years. We’ve got burrata, pink tomatoes, sufficient nourishment and sufficient variety. Just think … if you co-operate, we’ll be able to walk faster. I have no doubt that if Kinga-E makes any response to this at all, it’ll be something along the lines of ‘There are no benefits to rushing …’ Which, with all due respect, is more or less what you’d expect from someone who spends most of their time either at the cinema or submerged in shrubbery. The rest of you might find it worthwhile to ask yourselves why we should keep being late for work, appointments, social engagements, everything, when an easy adjustment to energy intake would make us perfectly capable of catching buses on time?

         Enough nagging. I’ve just remembered some other good news: we’re Czech passport holders now! I was up early to collect our passport from the Municipal Office this morning. Apart from that highlight, Monday was its usual self, up to a point. I was up at six, got the washing and brushing out of the way, crunching on instant coffee granules and repeating Snoop Dogg’s daily affirmations as I applied rouge until there was enough of it to make any other make-up unnecessary. It had all paid off, all the studying, the form-filling, the queuing, the practice tests, the proofs of income, the presentation of documents for notarisation, the swearing of an oath of loyalty and obedience. A personal rabbit race of sorts. ‘Být mnou je to nejlepší, co se člověku může přihodit,’ I said, bobbing my head to the beat and turning the volume up so that the California 10velvet of Snoop’s voice rolled out over mine. I could copy him exactly, but it’s Czech I need to keep practising, not English … ‘Dnes bude úžasný den!’ Then, tapping my own chest, with deep conviction, ‘Moje pocity jsou DŮLEŽITÉ.’ There’s no one better to be than myself. Today is going to be an amazing day! My feelings MATTER.

         After all the affirmations had been made, I set the timer for twenty minutes and played the dressing-up game, putting outfits on and taking them off until the alarm made the final decision. And I was half an hour early for my passport-collection appointment. I took a ticket number and a seat in a waiting room with the kind of strip lighting that makes you feel like orange juice has been splashed on your eyeballs every time you look up. When I sat down, every fragment of plastic in my chair that had even the slightest squeak in it squeaked with all its might, but the only person that looked around was a cheerful-looking seventy-something brunette in a dark-turquoise cape and matching ankle boots. I gave her a careful once-over, as her cheerfulness did not seem harmless. You know when you meet someone who’s in possession of information that’s great for them but tough luck for you? That’s what this woman’s cheerfulness was like. Imbued with venom that tenses all your muscles and improves your hearing and eyesight. Another thing: this sounds silly, because looks-wise she blended in well enough (she could very easily have been there renewing her passport rather than picking up a brand-new one) but I could tell that this lady was there for the same reason as I was. She continued to stare – I looked away, looked back at 11her and she was still staring. I brushed my hand across my lips really quickly, hoping to dislodge any instant coffee granules that might have made me an oddity. She went on staring until I said: ‘Er … good morning?’

         She replied with a whispered accusation: ‘You’re famous.’

         ‘No, I’m not,’ I whispered back, ‘By the way – isn’t this the first time we’ve met?’ (She’d addressed me as jsi instead of using the more formal jste; her language teacher must’ve been lax with instructions on how to speak to strangers.)

         ‘You are famous,’ she said, sticking with jsi. ‘You’re … oh, you know – the lion-tamer. Not at all concerned about losing any fans, I see – scrabbling around in your bag like that when your public is trying to talk to you …’

         My eyes began to cross slightly; I was watching her and the clock on the wall. What if this was the Final Boss stage of the citizenship test? Doom felt close by. At the very last minute, the passport held beneath my nose would be whisked away, either because this woman had distracted me and made me late, or because I’d forgotten one or all of the documents I’d been told I had to bring. I double checked. My ID card was there, my certificate of citizenship was there, the appointment letter was there. I relaxed enough to tell her that she’d mistaken me for someone else.

         The woman arranged her fingers into a rectangle and held them up in front of my face and looked at me through the rectangle, her eyes glinting like dark sequins. ‘Are you saying you’re not … ?’

         ‘No, I’m not him.’ 12

         ‘You know who I mean, though?’

         ‘There’s only one person you could be thinking of, ma’am.’

         ‘Who?’ she asked, lowering her hands.

         There were still twenty minutes left to wait. OK, I thought. I’ve met this lady at an auspicious time; here we both are, having our fresh start. We can congratulate each other, we can talk. I told her my name, and she told me hers. A nice name: Milica. I asked her what had brought her to Prague, since people seem to like being asked such things. She was an exception to this rule. Frowning, she answered that, having worked out that she’d been conceived here, she’d come back to show the city what it had done. I think I mumbled something like ‘Oh … OK …’

         ‘Now then,’ she said, her gaze flicking between me, the clock and the screen that showed the ticket numbers of those whose time had come, ‘unless you have any other generic questions for me, how about telling me who I thought you were?’

         ‘Oh … you thought I’m my brother. You must’ve just seen the movie he’s in; he had to grow his hair long for that. A Tale Told by No One to No One.’

         ‘Yes, that’s it.’ Milica nodded with an expression that made it hard to tell how she felt about the film. We traded a few (probably misremembered) quotes and impressions, an exchange that covered a number of different modalities. We could’ve been two admirers of the film emphasising what struck them, two unimpressed viewers broadcasting scorn, or a fangirl fangirling while a mocker mocks. When you’re just quoting like that, there’s no pressure to reveal what side you’re 13on. The unloveliest girl in the sultan’s harem clings to survival by finding ways to surprise her lord and make him laugh; she becomes the sultan’s pet, not seen or treated as a concubine, but favoured above all the greatest beauties of her age. Meanwhile, the son of a disgraced janissary curls up to sleep with the sultan’s lions night after night; the lion cages are the only corners of the kingdom nobody dares follow him into. We can only guess what the lions make of all this: perhaps, noticing how hard the humans beat this boy, the lions compare that mercilessness to the way they’re whipped by their attendants. From the lions’ point of view, the humans could be ganging up on the boy because they fear him. And what could be more fearsome to humans than a lion? His physique is admittedly ridiculous, but this trembling two-legged being must be a lion by nature, a lion just like them, having to take blows from lesser creatures with the pathetic need to feel more powerful than they really are. Having made sense of the boy’s presence amongst them, the lions cleave to him – he is their boy, he’s permitted to play with their cubs, they join in the fun too, in their own way, by copying things he does. In his manhood – here’s where my brother takes over from the adolescent actor – the adopted lion comes to the sultan’s attention, and, led by his gestures, all the other lions stand to attention in the sultan’s presence. This is a big hit with everybody, and a display that scares Christian visitors out of their wits. Until, one night, fleeing from yet another messenger sent by the sultan’s consort, the lion-tamer runs into a strange woman who tells him she’s been thinking it’d be fun to get 14eaten by lions and has to be restrained from rushing into the cage he was about to enter himself. Of course, from then on, these two malcontents make us ringside spectators to a crazy and catastrophic love affair that’s even crazier and even more catastrophic than we were prepared for. The kind that ends with nobody left to tell the tale of all he did for her sake, and she for his.

         ‘Aren’t those two together in real life?’ Milica asked.

         ‘Nah.’

         ‘Are you sure? I mean, there’s convincing and convincing …’

         These were insinuations I used to make. Then Benek invited me on set. It’s hard to tell if that was a deliberate move to nip those comments in the bud; I’ve heard him try to reframe them as testaments to his and Thuso’s level of craft. Either way, I’m not Benek, so … ‘That’s called acting,’ I explained. ‘And it was one facet of a cosmos of considered decisions made by a huge team of professionals who were wholly committed to showing you a Fool and a lion-tamer in love. Please don’t devalue all the labour that made it possible to feel convinced by what you saw.’

         ‘Prickle, prickle! Alright … I’m finally starting to feel like he might actually be your brother after all.’

         ‘What? Why would I lie about that?’

         ‘It’s unclear,’ she said. ‘It’s just … why haven’t you said his name? You could easily have finished my sentence when I asked about it.’

         ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I don’t finish people’s sentences for them.’

         We swapped shiny smiles, I checked the items in my bag 15again, then Milica sighed, pulled out her phone and looked up the movie she’d told me I’d appeared in.

         ‘Benedykt Sikora,’ she read aloud.

         ‘Yes. That’s my brother.’

         ‘It must be a pain, looking so similar people get you mixed up.’

         ‘Most people don’t. And a few do it on purpose.’

         ‘Pfffft. No need to be like that about it. You looked very familiar, that was all I knew. So. What’s he really like, then?’

         Benek. My Benek. Suddenly I wanted to tell this stranger about how when my movie-star brother was little, about four or five, he used to stagger over to wherever I was with his nose running, blow that slimy nose of his on my t-shirt and then stagger off with his arms raised, yelling ‘KINGA IS A HANKY! THE BEST HANKY!’ That disgusting brat grew up into an almost comically considerate sibling, husband and father who says that hanky story simply can’t be true, he was always in far too much awe of his big sister to ever treat her like that. I wanted to tell Milica that we debated this and a lot of other things when we quarantined together at his seaside shack in Finisterre – just the two of us, my brother and me. That was in 2020, but it feels like it was just last month. Benek was too sick to talk as much as he did – and so was I. But there was something like a tide of speech coursing between our rooms, murmurs of grief got in under the doors and laughter rattled off the ceilings. We heard each other everywhere, and couldn’t bear to turn off the sound.

         ‘Benek is OK,’ I said. ‘I like him.’ 16

         Milica’s ticket number came up, and she told me she’d wait for me outside. ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realise there was anything left to say …?’

         ‘I lost a friend a while ago, and it’s high time I made a new one,’ she said, squeezing my shoulder as she stood up. ‘I won’t beat around the bush, Kinga: you meet my requirements. I’m sure I can meet yours too! Let’s talk once we’ve got what we came for.’

         With those words she turned the collection of my passport from an event I’d been looking forward to for weeks to minutes of polite toe-tapping while I wondered what it was that Milica had in mind. She was waiting on the street outside and greeted me with a frolicsome foot-shuffle and a faceful of tobacco smoke. We briefly swapped compliments on the photo pages of our brand-new IDs, then found ourselves seats at the nearest cafe, where she asked me about my requirements for friendship.

         ‘Well … one requirement is … disclosure of your requirements,’ I told her. ‘How could you possibly know whether I meet them?’

         ‘A word of advice, Kinga,’ she said, reaching into the bowl of sweeteners set on the table between us. She separated the packets of sugar from the packets of stevia and pocketed the stevia. ‘Don’t ask anybody why they like you. It’s exactly the same as begging to be mistreated. So … simply be assured that you’ll do. Now, back to what you appreciate in a person!’

         A minute of silence passed, then two. Milica seemed to like it; she seemed happy to leave this silence unbroken for 17all eternity unless I took my own turn to speak. ‘What do I appreciate … um. A good sense of boundaries is important,’ I muttered.

         ‘Could you be a bit more specific?’

         ‘Yes. You shouldn’t ask too many questions,’ I said. ‘And you can only contact me on Mondays.’

         ‘OK.’

         We made a clinking gesture with our coffee cups.

         ‘What else?’ she asked.

         ‘Well, you said you’d lost a friend and need a new one. I’d like to know more about that.’

         ‘Alright,’ Milica said, ‘but I have a question first. Hope I’m allowed to at least ask this one.’

         ‘Go on …’

         ‘What do you do?’

         ‘For work? I’m a matchmaker.’

         ‘Matchmaking as in, bringing couples together for romance?’

         ‘Well, partnership is the main objective. Whilst not exactly discouraged, romance is far from compulsory.’

         ‘Huh. Freelance?’

         ‘No, corporate actually.’

         Milica’s eyebrows flew up like kites as I explained about having started out as a teller at a Łódź branch of a well-known bank, then transferring to the bank’s Prague headquarters to take a job that had been created in response to the Fidelity Awards the Senate started handing out last year. The award ceremonies are televised: couples who’ve been together for 18fifty years or more get to shake hands with the President and her husband. Then the half-century couple is presented with certificates and made the subject of laudatory speeches. The couple’s children and grandchildren are interviewed, we hear from every beneficiary of the stability these couples have provided. It’s a buffet of sentiment and selflessness. Role-model status is a bit of a peculiar goal to be coaxing young lovers drunk on secluded ardour to aim for, but since this sort of thing is catnip for the achievement-oriented, it should give the birth rate a bit of a boost.

         ‘So, your wages are paid by … ? Who? The government?’

         ‘No, bank employees. Those who opt in take a pay cut, and that percentage of their wage goes to us, in exchange for a guaranteed match, after which everything usually gets less expensive anyway, on account of sharing bills a few months down the line.’

         ‘Hmmm,’ said Milica. ‘I don’t see how it’s possible to make a living this way when there are already dating apps and things like that.’

         ‘The apps don’t have the authority to certify couplehood.’

         ‘So?’

         ‘It just makes everything less messy if you have a document that narrows your agreement to commit down to the very hour.’

         ‘How? Pitch it to me as if I’m a prospective client.’

         On autopilot, I recited one of the FAQ responses we’d all memorised during training: ‘Couplehood certification helps with the paperwork for visas, citizenship, divorce and, last but 19not least, that state award I mentioned requires documentation that goes back as far as the first date. You can’t really put together a satisfying multimedia presentation without these details.’

         ‘Something’s still telling me you’re pulling my leg,’ Milica said. ‘I used to think I could imagine an infinitude of dishonest ways of making a living, but what you do never crossed my mind. No offence to you, but I plan on fact-checking all this stuff you’ve told me when I get home. Do you have business cards, or what?’

         My Team Mácha cards are always within easy reach. I handed her one. Milica held it up to the light and squinted as if inspecting a watermark.

         ‘So, according to you, that “someone for everyone” saying is nothing but facts, eh?’ she said.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What about you? Who’s your someone?’

         I said ‘What?’ and, mimicking my voice but making me sound much dumber, Milica said ‘Huh?’

         I started sweating; I’m not sure why. Could it be that a certain level of rudeness puts pressure on the glands?

         ‘I’m currently unpartnered,’ I said, quickly passing a paper napkin over my forehead and hoping she didn’t register my dabbing motions.

         ‘By choice?’ Milica asked. (The sweat must have escaped her notice; if she’d seen it, she’d have made sure she said something about it.)

         ‘Not exactly, but also in many ways, yes? This is – can we—’ 20

         ‘I wouldn’t engage the services of a matchmaker who is herself unmatched,’ Milica said, giving her coffee a brisk stir before widening her eyes at me: ‘Would you?’

         ‘It depends. Context isn’t everything, but it is the main thing, isn’t it. Let’s … er … weren’t you about to tell me about losing your friend?’

         ‘Ah, yes. How to begin. It wasn’t an inevitable change, not like retirement has been …’

         This is what Milica told me: she trained as a plumber, and stuck to that for the entirety of her working life. The hours suited her. Fiction was what she lived for, but plumbing paid the bills. She wrote when she had ideas and went out on call when she didn’t. Her friendships were varied, but only one – the most enduring – was with a fellow plumber, a man named Branko. They’d met during their apprenticeship days. He was the same age as her and, conversationally, what you saw was what you got with Branko – he was a solid person you could talk and laugh with in a relaxed way. They watched TV together, went for early-morning runs, met for brunch, occasionally went on protest marches and picketed parliament. Branko sometimes teased Milica about her literary ambitions, but mostly he was nice about them. He read what she wrote and offered feedback, some of it helpful, but they couldn’t agree on what made a story a story, where to locate glee in a sentence, or which tunnels words travel along when written in earnest. A tiresome buffoon began to pop up in the stories Milica wrote. This character was a chronic seeker of cheap metaphors – the type who’d look at the shoots sprouting from 21a potato and say ‘Ah, now you are an indictment of nationalism.’ Milica named this character Branko – which seemed to amuse the Branko who read her stories. And things continued that way for a long while – almost a decade, in fact – Milica’s stories grew more and more insulting, and her reader’s reactions grew blither and blither. She sometimes felt uneasy about it, as if on some level the Branko she knew was disappearing to make way for the caricature she was so busy creating. But Branko wasn’t disappearing; he was merely rallying. One day about six years ago, right at the end of Dry February, Branko turned up on Milica’s doorstep with a hefty wodge of paper. Hundreds of printed pages. Writing had filled the time he’d usually have spent drinking, and now he was ready to be given a taste of his own medicine. He urged Milica not to pull any punches with her criticism, but she’d already made up her mind to encourage him, not demoralise him. Preparing herself to make all manner of charitable allowances, she sat down for a dutiful hour with Branko’s manuscript the same afternoon he handed it over – and she read until dawn. Branko, Branko whose entire poetic repertoire consisted of football chants, had written a romance set at the court of an imaginary Ottoman sultan. The lovers, a court jester and a lion-tamer, successfully conspired to turn the palace inside-out for just one night – the final night of both their lives.

         ‘Oh my God,’ I said. ‘Your friend wrote …?’

         ‘We’re not friends any more,’ Milica said. ‘I couldn’t – I mean, after I finished reading there were a couple of ghastly hours when I lay on my stomach feeling like I might have to go 22to the hospital. But it wasn’t anything medical, just common-or-garden fury. I write and write and write for years and don’t come up with anything that meets my own standards, let alone Branko’s, and then that fucker turns out to have this head full of meteor showers, none of which he EVER so much as hinted at, not even in passing?’

         As soon as Milica was able to sit upright again, she saw what needed to happen. Branko had to be dropped, and she, Milica, had to leave the country and start again. She posted Branko’s manuscript back to him, packed all her things, then visited a last-minute flight-bookings website and sorted destinations in order of least expensive one-way ticket. She left for Czechia without returning any of that dreadful man’s calls or responding to any of his anxious messages asking how she’d liked his pages. ‘And then, Kinga – then he went and did this …’ Milica took me into the bookshop across the street, we found a copy of A Tale Told by No One to No One and she showed me the dedication in the front:

         
            For Milica J, who gets her cake and stamps on it

         

         This is so very far from fair, I thought. And: Fuck this guy, I thought. This guy who got into another person’s stories and made them answer only to him. ‘I’m here for you, Milica,’ I said. ‘Every Monday, at any rate.’ I put my arm around my new friend and gave her a strong squeeze – and I suppose the fatal flaw there was due to the hug being more anti-Branko than it was pro-Milica + Kinga. I had to get to work after that, and 23everything was just as usual. I think I already told you about comparing news alerts with Eva …

         I met up with Milica again at lunchtime; quite an awkward situation, actually. I arrived at the restaurant to find that she’d also invited her son’s girlfriend, Zdenka. It was rainy – not the fine, smooth grey that slips over the city and singes the edges of anything bronze or gold – this rain was more like scrunched-up mud. And mud is already scrunched-up material! I’d rather have had lunch at my office desk. But I’d been summoned via SMS, and, mindful of this being the only day of the week I can be here for her, I came out and sat across from Milica and the shapely divorcee she’d brought along. The small talk was quite frankly rebarbative. Milica would tell me an impressive attribute of Zdenka’s, then she’d tell Zdenka something admirable about me, talking quickly so neither of us had time to say more than ‘Oh!’ or ‘Wow, kudos.’ What was Milica up to; were we auditioning for the part of daughter-in-law or what? Milica told Zdenka that I speak three languages fluently, and then she told me that Zdenka has a multi-year winning streak on Wordle in English and Czech. Zdenka’s got a lot of generous and talented friends, and Milica took great care to name and describe the maker of every accessory Zdenka had on that day. I gave Zdenka and Milica a thumbs-up while Milica rushed to defend me against some detractor that only she seemed able to hear – something about me being a person who makes my own way even though I could easily rely on all kinds of showbiz contacts. Alright, alright. I just wanted to eat my soup. What am I whining about, really? Nobody interfered 24with my lunch; I even got to listen to a rhapsody free of charge. The theme: Zdenka’s sportiness. When Zdenka’s not skiing, she’s swimming, when she’s not swimming, she’s playing badminton, etc. ‘Wonderful,’ I said. ‘Outstanding,’ Zdenka said with a smile, and, as soon as Milica’s gaze left her, she laid two fingers against her temple and mimed blowing her own brains out. Keeping a straight face was tricky after that. Milica was smirking too as she harassed us with her praise. And she sped it all up, exhibiting the upbeat anxiety of a bully who only has a few seconds left to inflict trauma before the teacher arrives. She still had to breathe in between salvos, though, and at one such juncture Zdenka proved her mental agility by blurting out ‘But that’s enough about us, Milica – what have you been up to lately? I hear you’ve taken to modelling for life-drawing classes in the evenings? How are you finding that?’

         Milica blinked, blinked and blinked again until she found just the right variety of spite to inject into her response – something too subtle to pinpoint. The valiant Zdenka retorted, Milica rebuffed the retort … and the miracles my new friend attributed to me began to get really interesting. What do I mean by ‘interesting’? Well, her statements just kept getting further and further away from the truth. Quite revealing that such a correlation exists for me, but nobody’s perfect, right? Besides, I didn’t let on that I was interested in what was being said. I spooned up my kulajda and, as far as anybody else could see, I remained at the table as a mere corporeal form with all its faculties drenched in dill-infused cream. That last information-missile of Milica’s, the one about 25me being a masseuse, was such a big lie that it really called into question everything Milica had just said about Zdenka, and I mean everything. As in, was Zdenka even involved with Milica’s son, and was Milica a mother at all? The marvellous son had been invited to lunch too, but sent his excuses and stayed away. I didn’t even get to see who it was Milica was trying to make us compete for. ‘Good vibes only,’ Milica said, by way of farewell. She said it in English, presumably so that telling us how to feel would have a bit less of a totalitarian flavour than it would have otherwise. Her intonation was indistinguishable from the ‘Peace be with you’s that get said at Mass; I responded with a ‘Good vibes only’ of my own before I realised what I was saying. Hearing that must’ve made Zdenka feel like she had to say it too or out herself as an apostate: ‘Good vibes only.’ And there we had it, thrice confirmed.

         I walked back to the office. Rain splattered my umbrella in torpid blobs, but the air had crisped up, and breathing in was like having my nostrils tickled with a fresh lettuce leaf.

         In the afternoon, Team Mácha finalised details of the matchmaking mixer we’ll be hosting next week. Responses to a survey we sent out indicate that our matchmaking needs to factor in a greater semblance of free will, so now we’ve got to throw a bunch of our precious charges together and engineer scenarios that entice them to choose the ones we’ve already established would be a good fit. You tell people that they should go on a date based on data we’ve gathered concerning shared values, aspirations, adaptation to biographical circumstances and Myers–Briggs personality types, and they 26find it unsexy. But if, partway through a low-key networking gathering, a pair of attendees stumble into shared custody of a bookshop for two and a half hours (the ideal length of time for a first date) suddenly the spark is there. This sort of thing increases our workload tenfold, but next Friday’s mixer has the potential to exceed the cost-to-value ratio of our previous successes by an unquantifiable magnitude. Bonding for the purposes of attaining an extremely short-term goal is fulfilling for our clients and for the employees who endeavour to serve them. It’s practice for long-term teamwork that validates our compatibility-assessment skill at the same time as it satisfies the clients’ need to identify personality-based attraction as an unexpected guest. These are the claims I made in my preparatory report, anyway. I had to keep taking breaks to battle an intrusive thought: I’ve made a mistake. Not a work mistake. Milica. I shouldn’t have drunk coffee with her or eaten lunch with her, I shouldn’t have told that person anything, I shouldn’t have agreed to replace the friend she’d nurtured with her disdain. I almost want to say that it’s unlike me to begin a week this way, but is it? Or is this just my usual avid participation in any game that involves meeting somebody else’s preferred criteria? The thing I dread began to happen – I unglued my gaze from middle-distance yet could not keep it from returning there; words formed a bucket of sound around me and my responses rattled around in rusty hollows – I could tell from the way the others looked at each other that my replies weren’t making much sense. I left the office at half past five, and all the way home I kept wanting 27to ask Dr Holý’s advice. Setting things right, that’s where my happiness lies, that’s what Mondays are for. I want to be a fixer of mistakes, not a maker of them, but I can no longer ignore Dr H’s warning that refusing to be a person who ever does anything wrong is likely to lead to irredeemable error. I called the Doc as soon as I got in, and I told him about my potential mistake. I was afraid I’d be scolded, but he said he was glad I called, and he told me not to be afraid to fall from whatever pedestal I’ve been placed on.

         ‘But about Milica,’ I said.

         ‘Yes. Milica. Tell me why you accepted her overtures despite suspecting her to be an evil person?’

         ‘Did I tell you that? That I think Milica might be evil?’

         ‘Yes, you did,’ Dr Holý said. ‘Just a second ago.’

         Is that what I think? I suppose so; otherwise I wouldn’t have said it.

         Or would I.

         Oh no. The middle-distance split and re-joined, split and re-joined.

         ‘Um. It seems like Milica gives me some sort of … permission?’

         ‘Permission? What is it that you want or need permission to do?’

         ‘To wonder,’ I said, adding, ‘I think,’ as a potential escape route.

         ‘Alright. Permission to wonder about what?’

         ‘About opposites. About the terrible despair of trying to do what’s right, of seeking it out, never to be embraced by 28goodness in the end – not really. Not to mention the exhaustion of resisting what’s wrong.’

         ‘You’re feeling exhausted, Kinga-A?’ I could hear that Dr Holý was cleaning his glasses.

         ‘Not particularly. I was only trying to tell you what Milica’s causing me to wonder about. I can see that she’s a bit cruel and … I can see that there are other things about her that might offset the spitefulness? If that’s true, is it so very different from meeting a really kind person who has issues that make them a horrendous influence on everybody else?’

         ‘Tell me more about this horrendously kind person, Kinga-A. Does anyone in particular come to mind?’

         ‘Not really. Lots of people are kind, and everyone still finds a way to hurt each other all the same, don’t they? Oh, hang on – do you know what, never mind all that. We may be arriving at the truth of the matter … I think I wanted to be friends with Milica because I had it in the back of my mind that it’s good to know somebody with advanced plumbing skills. Just in case.’

         ‘Ho ho,’ said Dr Holý. (As far as I can tell, this is what he says instead of laughing. This, or something equally alienating: ‘I find that amusing.’ I keep meaning to bring those reactions up with him. Are they his way of taking the piss? But then I just chicken out.) ‘Anything else?’

         ‘Maybe fraternising with Milica was a way of securing a memento of this day,’ I offered. ‘You know, after preparing so long. It was good for a moment, actually. The feeling that there was someone I was supposed to meet on this day. No matter what happened in our lives before, and no matter 29what happens afterwards, this tiny bit of our fates is identical … starting out as citizens within minutes of each other, you know?’

         Dr H started to say something, but it got difficult to hear him. Someone was having a full-on coughing fit. Not him, but someone nearby.

         ‘Has there been somebody else there with you the whole time?’ I asked, almost unable to believe my ears. Like – what about privacy, what about discretion?

         Dr Holý was silent for so long that I thought he’d hung up. ‘Hello? Hello?’

         ‘I’m still here, Kinga-A. I just … I’m actually on my own in this room, and I’m also wondering what aspect of our interactions have undermined your confidence in my—’

         ‘Are you telling me you didn’t just hear someone coughing like mad?’

         ‘Of course I heard that,’ Dr H said, cleaning his glasses again.

         ‘You … then … what—?’

         The coughing started again – accompanied by spluttering. I jumped up off the sofa so fast the phone almost dropped from my hand. The sounds I was hearing were coming from the pantry. OUR pantry.

         ‘Dr Holý,’ I whispered. ‘What should I do?’

         ‘Call the police,’ he whispered. ‘Should I call them now?’

         ‘Maybe – maybe in a moment or two,’ I said. ‘Hang on—’

         He did. He stayed on the line while I grabbed the biggest knife I had, slammed my elbow down on the handle of the 30pantry door and ran into that windowless room shrieking. The scene should have been ransack and ruin – I mean, that’s what I was expecting to find – tins, boxes and jars pushed aside to make room for the Luxury Enamel Posse’s trademark suitcase. But everything was arranged in more-or-less perfect order. Except for a silhouette squirming against the far wall. I switched the light on, and the problem sprang very clearly into view – the armchair squeezed in between the shelves, and the man tied to the armchair in an attitude of enforced leisure: head back, arms zip-tied together, legs too. He’d been gagged, but had managed to work the knots loose, or chewed through them, who knew what – now he was panting and coughing with the gag flapping around under his nose.

         ‘WHO ARE YOU?’ I screamed. ‘WHAT DO YOU WANT?’

         The man brought his coughing to a sudden halt. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I tried to be quiet, but I feel like it suddenly got dustier in here.’ Then he looked up at me. ‘Do you really want to know what I want? Well, let’s start with that knife.’ This request was made with a great deal more husky yearning than I was able to process, and I backed away fast.

         Dr Holý said: ‘Kinga-A? What’s going on?’

         ‘The knife, Kinga-Alojzia.’ The man in the armchair gave me what must surely be a madman’s smile, utterly inviolate and dissolute to the core, a super-solstice of a smile that set something like a metronome going inside my head: click, click, click, what, the, fuck. ‘I want it,’ he said. ‘Badly. And I’m going to get it, aren’t I?’

         What, the, what, the, what, the, I managed a feeble ‘No’, and 31he pushed harder: ‘Come, light of my eyes. I’m here, you’re here, our knife is here, what more do we need? We’re ready. Climb on top of me, straddle me well, my murderer, and sink it in. Stab me here—’ what-the-what-the, he looked down at a point on his left side, below the ribs and above the navel – ‘with everything you’ve got. And don’t forget to twist the handle afterwards. Haha – oh my God … now that you’ve finally understood that I was only joking you’re starting to look like a competent stabber. How about putting the knife away?’

         I set it down on top of a box of pickle jars, handle first, and put the phone on loudspeaker. Which isn’t an ethical transgression if the patient does it to the doctor, right?

         ‘So … there’s a man here,’ I told Dr H.

         I didn’t have to say anything about the man’s seeming inability to take it in earnest that he was (probably?) my prey. Dr Holý had already gathered that much: ‘But who is he?’

         ‘Who are you?’ I asked, for the second time.

         Our guest lifted his bound arms and let them flop down again, a madman no longer – now he was all abashed. ‘I’m your doctor, Kinga-A. Yes, it’s me … Dr Holý. I’d really like to talk over the factors that led to this situation at some point, but for now my main goal is getting out of this chair. Could we make that happen?’

         I hesitated. I did hesitate. Because I have only ever spoken to Dr Holý on the phone. I might have been lost if not for the fact that I still had Dr Holý on the line, and the Doc was very unhappy to hear somebody claiming to be him. For the first 32time in, what, twelve years, I heard our doctor raise his voice: ‘You’re not Dr Holý, I’m Dr Holý! Who the fuck are you? Why are you saying you’re Dr Holý … I mean, me – why are you saying you’re me?’

         The man in the armchair listened to this with his eyes on the ceiling, and seemed to find a source of equanimity there, because after coughing a couple more times, his rejoinder was mild: ‘Alright, alright. You’re Dr Holý. Don’t get hysterical.’

         ‘Do you really not know who this person is?’ Dr Holý asked me. ‘How can he be so impudent?’

         I began to tell the Doc I’d never seen this man in my life, but paused to take a closer look at my guest so I could be certain that this answer was truthful. Girls, I regret to inform you that this man is … um. Mouthwatering. And here’s how I see this issue: susceptibility to the beauty of a woman and susceptibility to the beauty of a man are expressions of the difference between moon worship and sun worship. Moving in accordance with the moon, all and any ailments slip loose, you are well, all that you think and feel is translucent. Correspondence with the sun brings an ailment in. Objectification may be the ailment, it may just be a symptom of the ailment, whatever, I looked at the man in the armchair, and for a minute or so I went under, saying to myself, oh no. Black hair that coils back into a ponytail, heavy black eyebrows, a black, black, close-cropped beard for slowly smiling into. Those darknesses of his were like visual absinthe, their tint pitched to such depths that shades of green stirred there. Upsettingly long-lashed, amber-coloured eyes. No, honey-coloured. 33No, amber. Actually, I advise you not to look for any closure regarding the colour of his eyes; it’s so obvious that they’re an aesthetic ambush. He could be a tawnier-skinned Magyar man, or a man of the Caucasus, the lines of his face ever-so-slightly barbed by cataclysmic fluctuations of temper. And is he otherwise well formed? Yes, he stands seven to eight inches taller than us, but the supple bulk of him would be a lot of fun to climb, and, look, I need to return to rationality, so I’ll just say good luck with that, girls. ‘That’ being maintaining decent behaviour around this person. Welcome to your Olympiad of self-control. If I had to guess at who he is socially, I’d say he’s a senior software developer. I know I say that about anyone who looks older than thirty, wears a smartwatch and goes around in neutral-coloured hoodie and slacks (or whatever those trousers are supposed to be) but seven and a half times out of ten I’m right, and this is my way of trying to tell you that this man doesn’t look like someone I’d be brainy enough to lure into my lair even if I’d wanted to. Which I wouldn’t have, because I’m the Kinga who stays in my mistake-fixing lane, remember?

         ‘I’ve never seen this man before,’ I told Dr Holý.

         ‘Well, of course – if you say so,’ said the man in the armchair. ‘That version works for me too. Just untie me – you do realise that tying me up was a criminal act? Let me go right now, I’ll suddenly have no idea who you are either, and we’ll say no more about it.’

         ‘He’s tied up?’ That was Dr Holý again. ‘Are you – going to untie him?’ 34

         ‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘You sound like you think I shouldn’t. I was actually going to, until he claimed to be you.’

         ‘Yeah, no, those second thoughts are fair,’ the man in the armchair said. ‘That was kind of a suspicious thing to do. But I’m not going to say I shouldn’t have done it, because if you hadn’t been talking to “Dr Holý”, it probably would’ve worked.’

         ‘You can’t say “Dr Holý” like that, he actually is Dr Holý,’ I said.

         The man in the armchair shrugged. ‘Hope that’s true!’

         ‘Is it starting to feel as if tying him up was – perhaps not the right thing to do, per se, but, you know … necessary?’ Dr Holý asked.

         ‘You’re amazingly unprofessional,’ the man in the armchair said to Dr Holý, then to me: ‘Just untie me. Pretty please.’

         Kinga-Blažena, as you will very soon see once you take over tomorrow, I decided against that. Telling Dr Holý I’d call him back, I sat down on the floor. Not close enough to the chair to make any sudden movements worth my guest’s while, but close enough to really look at him and reflect upon both his intentions and the intentions of the one who’d tied him up. He knew our name, and knew that we were in frequent contact with a Dr Holý. He might even know that Dr H is a psychiatrist.

         Beware, girls. The man in the armchair knows plenty. As soon as he saw that Dr Holý had hung up, he called out ‘Siri 112! Siri sto dvanáct, Siri sto dvanáct, Siri sto dvanáct,’ until he was forced to accept that he was never going to be faster than the person who actually had the phone in her hand and 35could make sure Siri failed to complete dialling the number for emergency services every time. Finally, sounding like the most aggrieved of the aggrieved, our guest said: ‘I have excretory needs. Can you find it in your heart to let me attend to those?’

         He says his name’s Jarda.

         I returned the knife to the kitchen, then went into the bedroom, brought my copy of Wisława Szymborska’s Selected Poems out from under our pillow and got Jarda to place his hand on it and swear he wouldn’t try anything if I helped him up. He swore, and was true to his word – shuffled to the bathroom and back with a martyr’s resignation. I’ve questioned and questioned him, and he has shifted strategies, starting off by answering my questions with the question ‘Who do you think I am?’ and switching to ‘I’ll tell you everything when you untie me.’ After about half an hour of that, he stopped making any verbal response whatsoever and simply stared at me. Were I in this Jarda’s position, I think I’d opt for reticence too. Claiming to be Dr H didn’t work today, but something else might work tomorrow, so why not sleep on it, right?

         He should be fine for the night. He was fed pierogi and had a couple of shots of vodka before I locked him in for the night. I don’t think he’s asleep yet. A few minutes ago, I pressed an ear to the pantry door and he’s murmuring phrases to himself, the same phrase altered slightly each time he says it. Practising for tomorrow, I expect.

         My darlings, it’s no secret that the day you voted me squad leader was the happiest day of my life. We were all deserving 36– each one of us could have taken on Mondays and crushed them. But you chose me. You lifted me up on your shoulders as the one to set the tone for our entire week, and on that day, I vowed to become worthy of the esteem you’d shown me. Some Mondays I’ve made that happen – I’m certain of it. Other Mondays … well. No matter which way I think about it, the current situation is one that’s developed on my watch, and I’m sort of in shock that I’ve let us down this badly.

         For a number of months … OK, for close to a year, our weekly schedule hasn’t been completed as we agreed. I have not only noticed that, but glossed over it in my diary entries. I had an idea that one of us was a little restless and would either settle down in due course or reach out requesting that we make a change. She hasn’t.

         I thought there was safety in numbers, safety in the fact that there are six of us and one of her. I’m no longer confident that we have any meaningful advantage over her. My silence added steel to her nerve, and even if she began with some intention of negotiating, that spirit of compromise is long gone.

         I’ll start with this:

         Look at the calendar.

         Observe that it’ll be our name day on 3 March … this Sunday. That’s right: Cunigunde, the Saint and Empress whose name ours is a version of, died on that day in 1033. You’re shrugging; we don’t do sváteks. The celebration of Babcia’s name day was a matter of diplomacy (aka survival). That was the only svátek we bothered with. What of Cunigunde of Luxembourg, then – what did we know about her? She was one 37of the most powerful rulers of the eleventh century. All that and she was a good person, too – super pure in thought and action. That was it, there was no need to ask anything else. We didn’t rate Cunigunde of Luxembourg at all, and might have gone for another name when we got old enough. Except that in secondary school, our Religious Education teacher asked the class if anybody had heard about the fight St Cunigunde had with her niece Judith. No … what fight? And who was Judith? Oh, Judith was a negligent abbess. Her sisters in Christ cried out for guidance while she made the rounds at parties. One of Judith’s forsaken nuns asked Cunigunde to have a word, and Cunigunde obliged – she sat down with her niece and clearly told her she was making a mockery of the Holy Vows she’d taken, but that it wasn’t too late to honour the Vows and lead her flock along the Path to Righteousness. Abbess Judith convincingly presented herself as a chastened listener, lowering her gaze, making repentant noises – but immediately went out to another party. And another, another. The Abbess didn’t go home for three days, but when she finally did return to the nunnery, her Aunty Cunigunde was waiting. Cunigunde hadn’t lost her temper – but she did understand that it wasn’t possible for words to convey her message. So instead of saying anything else, she gave Abbess Judith such a hard slap that the finger-marks remained on Judith’s face for the rest of her life.

         There’s a tiny face people occasionally pull after I’ve told them my first name. Many seem to think they’ve managed to hide their reaction with words that are nice-nice and fake 38polite, but I always catch it. The expression says: Oh, you’ve just found the most concise way to tell me you’re that woman who takes your enormous hoop earrings off and puts them in an inner pocket of your tracksuit before you and your friends jump someone outside McDonald’s because she’s obviously got a death wish, there can’t be any other reason she opened that dumb mouth of hers to speak to YOUR MAN. Even more insane of her to promise you that YOUR MAN is no prize and she was only asking if he was going in or leaving because he was standing in her way like a boulder of oblivion …

         I see that little face, and, oh, if only I was that Kinga, pow pow, upfront and direct. Instead I have my own ‘well, aren’t you trashy’ face to pull in return. Especially after hearing that someone’s been named after a saint who got canonised after martyrdom or healing people … That’s hardly paradigm-shifting stuff, is it, love? St Kinga, on the other hand … St Kinga isn’t about being subjected to agony or taking other people’s pain away. She hurt someone and made it holy. OK, I do remember that the Religious Education teacher seemed worried about that interpretation of what she’d said, and tried to make the whole thing a bit more morally sound by mentioning crises that Heaven forced St Cunigunde to endure at other times in her life. But placed alongside the forever slap, Cunigunde’s dolorous trials crumble into dust. Girls, we’re our Babcia’s granddaughter, so there was never any way for us to avoid being named after a saint. Cunigunde was a better choice than most.

         Now I feel an overwhelming desire to be named after a 39saint whose feast day is in December or something. Sunday is too close.

         This year, 3 March will be the day Cunigunde does one more saintly deed – she’s planning to drive out the demons.

         What demons, you may ask.

         Us. We’re the demons! A convenient construct. Getting rid of six demons makes her less of a psycho than getting rid of six other Kingas does.

         Think there’s been a misunderstanding of some sort? I wish. How I wish.

         Let’s review the weekly schedule.

         As agreed, Mondays are mine.

         Kinga-Blažena gets us through Tuesdays in the manner of her choice. And you choose cynicism, Kinga-B. Let’s see – how does this go:

         
	When the chips are down nobody actually gives a shit about each other.

            	Everyone’s a liar, everything’s a scam.

            	You only do a favour to call in a favour later.

            	You’re nobody’s fool, and you’ll openly repay any insult in full.

         

What have I missed out? Plenty, I’m sure. I just don’t have your knack for negative thinking. Since this isn’t the time to start another back-and-forth re: self-fulfilling prophecies, I’ll take this chance to express gratitude for your help at work instead. You could’ve worked with Kinga-C instead, but you heeded the 40call to bring lonely people together. Look, I’m not expecting you to relate to my feeling of being a staunch foot soldier in True Love’s battalion. I just want everyone to find a haven in the arms of someone who’ll do their utmost not to hurt them! Do you think I don’t realise how ambitious that is? It’s enough that you consider matchmaking gainful employment in some – any – way. I haven’t thanked you enough for spending your time the way you do … and I’m thanking you now.

         Kinga-Casimira gets Wednesdays. Kinga-C, I feel like you have some sort of questionnaire for existence that’s getting completed Wednesday by Wednesday. You strike me as the only one of us who fully relies on the people around you, and maybe also the only one who can be fully relied on by others. You never seem to have Plan B, C, and/or D ready, but you’ve managed to stay alive this way for so long that there must be more than just luck involved here. Could you be carrying the lion’s share of our intuition? If I find that some body part is bruised, dislocated or sprained when Monday comes around, I go straight to your section of the diary to find out what happened. Beloved weirdo, I can only hope it feels like you’re getting the answers you were looking for.

         On Thursdays Kinga-Duša attends the various appointments Kinga-B and I book, delivering herself into the hands of others with unquestioning serenity. We all know how to be still – that’s the main reason this agreement of ours retains functionality – but Kinga-D, your stillness is more regal than ours. You seem more fulfilled by it, more capable of perceiving it as an end in itself. That’s why we place ourselves in your 41hands in turn, and leave maintenance day to you. You’re such a well-hydrated, unbothered queen. It’s thanks to you that we still appear to be in full bloom. Bright eyes, nails, teeth and so on. When I look in the mirror, a woman with a dirty chuckle looks back. You can see it in her smile lines … wryness runs along its appointed tributaries. Glee, too.

         Kinga-Eliška, Fridays are yours. Thanks for at least signing for packages in the morning before you drift away into the clouds. No, that isn’t how I want to talk to you – I’ll try again. What is it that makes me squint so much over the way you account for Fridays … it could be the gluttony I find there? Not gluttony towards anything that can be held or touched or more deeply recognised over time. No, it’s for shadows, or images, or echoes. I can’t work out what you think real life is supposed to be. And I can’t work out why you’re with us. You once wrote to me that if the two of us ever met, we wouldn’t be friends. We wouldn’t even be friendly. All of that is true, and yet. On my way out of the door this morning, I grabbed a book, The Devil’s Larder, to read on the tram. And as I turned the pages, reading, I began to feel full. You’d marked your place in the book with a spritz of perfume. You must have done that weeks ago; the oil had trickled all the way through the wood pulp and your place in the text was lost. But the bound paper had become something hot and cold at once. The pages fanned my face and fed me the pulpy seeds melting a mound of cream-flecked ice: a big spoonful of pomegranate bingsu and a small sip of matcha; I felt the acid blush of that on my tongue, and for a zeptosecond, if that, I was gripped 42by some sort of sensation reversed? As if the book had just shown me what it’s like to be read. Because of you I can cross over sometimes, think things I don’t think I think, and believe things I don’t believe I believe. You’re like a riddle that vouches for me whenever I’m confronted by some sphinx-like corner of what I see or hear.

         Kinga-Filoména plays our Saturdays by ear, pleased with and satisfied by all that falls under ‘just because’. Sometimes I think that really the rest of us are working for your sake, we’re working for a single day of the week that’s conducted without ulterior motives. It’s not that I think you owe us an in-depth commentary of that miraculous day; you’re well within your rights on the Saturdays when you only bother to record two words: Solitary brooding! But I perk up when you tell us that the world’s tiniest water lily is back in bloom, and you’ve been to see it at the greenhouse in Troja. As for your claim that the water lily’s favourite piece of music is The Lark Ascending: OK, if you say so. Then, once in a while, I blush all the way through an entry where you tell us about a spree of uninhibited movement – dancing, fucking, or both – stuff I really like in theory but experience as terror when I try to put them into practice. There are too many ways to get left behind, locked out, miss a turning point in the rhythm and never rediscover the part that felt like it came naturally. But you …

         Three or four Mondays ago, someone sent me a video of you. This sometimes happens to me while I’m scrutinising our boys’ and girls’ posts, likes and comments to round out Team Mácha’s assessments of their love languages and attachment 43styles. Thanks to the omnipotence of People You May Know suggestions, my work gets interrupted by people who’ve met you – it’s always you they’re trying to contact, Kinga-F, never any of the others. This video was from a member of a stag party that accosted you on the street, lifted you up in the air and ran down to the riverbank singing a drinking song. One of the lads must have hung back a little bit to film it all: it looks as if they’ve caught you on your way back from the corner shop. You’re not dressed for a party. You’ve got a coat thrown on over your pyjamas, but that doesn’t stop you from accepting the invitation. You settle onto that boy’s broad shoulders as if they were created for the purpose of transporting you around town. You swing your legs, wave your arms and command your steed to run faster – he does, and so does the rest of the herd. You’re singing along with them despite not knowing a word of the Dutch language, you’re making do with neh-nah-nahs and la la las. Your tongue doesn’t twist, you don’t lower your voice, there’s no trailing away. In this video, as you alternate between singing and shouting GIDDY UP, you swig from a wine bottle that’s confiscated by the nearest stag-party member and promptly handed back because – he turns to the camera with a dumbfounded look – it’s non-alcoholic. It’s probably your being like that whilst sober that created a need in this young man. A need to track you down and reach out. Thinking that I was you, he asked me to be his wedding date. I blocked him without sending a reply. Let him keep looking for you; some people need a search like that to get themselves organised.

         Now we come to Sunday, the day of rest. Kinga-Genovéva’s 44day. She did say that was what she was going to do with her day. Sleep in, unplug from the news and any sense of obligation to reply to messages, take baths, click and scroll through some pop culture. Sounds great. I’d have been even more of a fan of spending Sundays this way if she’d offered to do just a little bit of laundry too; then I wouldn’t be the only person who ever sees to it that textiles are washed and folded around here. Just saying. Aside from that, I did always feel ready to jump straight into Monday’s tasks when Kinga-G really had been resting on Sundays. When she switched from resting to praying, I felt the difference immediately.

         Almost a year ago – on 6 March 2023, in fact, I woke up with a rosary wound around the fingers of my right hand and a King James Bible clutched to my chest with my left hand. There was a bookmark stuck in the bible, and when I opened it up, there was Matthew 12:43–45, vehemently underlined. Yes, the ‘seven unclean spirits’ passage:

         
            43:When the unclean spirit is gone out of a man, he walketh through dry places, seeking rest, and findeth none.

            44:Then he saith, I will return into my house from whence I came out; and when he is come, he findeth it empty, swept, and garnished.

            45:Then goeth he, and taketh with himself seven other spirits more wicked than himself, and they enter in and dwell there: and the last state of that man is worse than the first. Even so shall it be also unto this wicked generation. 45

         

         Shots fired. I laughed it off at first, though. I just thought, come on, if this is really what our Sunday Girl is up to, wouldn’t she be craftier? Wouldn’t that Kinga-G dissemble until the very last minute and then annihilate the rest of us without warning?

         But then, on a whim of sorts, I checked Google Maps on our phone. Kinga-G had been to Mass. I was immediately shown the walking directions to and from St Jiljí’s in Old Town. And the fitness-tracker phone showed me the corresponding step count and timeframe. St Jiljí’s offers a Polish-language Mass at noon, but get this, girls: Kinga-G goes to the 6:30 p.m. Czech-language mass. This is a woman on a mission to start afresh. She’s dropping the language of her Baptism, First Holy Communion and Confirmation, and intends to pray in the language of her new country. She goes to Mass, and then she goes for walks in the parkland surrounding Bohnice Psychiatric Hospital. Fucking long walks. This is what our phone tells me. She’s been doing all this, and her diary entries have never changed. Stayed in bed, caught up on TV.

         Yeah, right. I bet this is what she’d have us believe; that this man fell out of our TV screen. Probably while she was watching a show about exorcists. You might not think an exorcist would lie about being Dr Holý, but today’s been jam-packed with stuff I didn’t see coming, so nothing is a given here.

         I’ve been keeping a broken candle in the bottom drawer of our bedside table for six months or so. I don’t know if you’ve noticed it; it’s a tapered gold baton that looks whole as long as you handle it with delicacy. It wobbled when I set it upright in 46the candlestick. Now that the candle is standing, it’s inclined to separate along the fissure that sits exactly halfway between the taper and the base. It wobbled, yet held together. I’ve lit the candle – this is something I’m doing in case I don’t get another Monday. This is what I wanted to see. I’m lying down now, watching the flame sway and stretch, sometimes towards me, sometimes away from me, scattering gold. I wonder how this candle will burn; I wonder if it can continue forging this dazzling path after I’ve closed my eyes; I wonder who will wake to see what’s left after a broken candle burns through the night.
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