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Leave the door on the latch.
Leave the bread on the table.
And whatever you hear in the night,
do not look.
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I
Two Hearts
Ostrów on the Vistula, the winter of 1259
My mother told me never to smile with my mouth open.
She told me this before I could walk, and she went on telling me until the spring she died, when I was twelve and already taller than her. She would put her thumb on my lower lip and press it gently upwards, the way you close a box you don’t want anyone to look into. “Like that,” she said. “Smile like that. Let them think you’re shy.”
I was born with teeth. Not a tooth or two, which happens and which the women of Ostrów would have spat at and forgotten, but a full white row along the top gum and, behind it, the hard ridge of a second row waiting its turn. The midwife who pulled me out was my mother’s own aunt, and she was old and nearly blind and she found them with her finger when she cleared my mouth. My mother said the old woman sat back on her heels and was quiet for so long that the fire burned down. Then she said, “Which of you does it come from?” and my mother said she didn’t know, and the old woman said, “Well, it doesn’t matter now. Pull them or keep quiet.”
They pulled the front ones with a hot wire. The ones behind came through anyway, in their own time, and those my mother couldn’t pull without people asking why her daughter’s mouth was always bleeding. So she taught me to smile like a shy girl. She taught me to eat with my hand over my face, which I still do, and to laugh into my sleeve.
“You have two hearts,” she told me once, when she was very ill and saying things she would have kept behind her own lips a month before. “One is mine. I’ve kept it honest. The other one I never touched. I didn’t know how.”
I asked her where it was, the other one.
She put her hot hand on the right side of my chest, below the breast, where nobody has a heart. “There,” she said. “Sleeping. Let it sleep.”
♦♦♦
You will want to know what Ostrów was like, so that you can see it. It was nothing much. Eleven houses on a long hump of sand between the Vistula and the marsh, a church of logs that the Cistercians from Koprzywnica had put up two generations before, a mill that worked when the river let it. Downstream was Sandomierz, with its castle and its market and its castellan, and upstream was nothing anyone talked about. In summer the river smelled of fish and warm mud. In winter it froze from bank to bank and you could walk across it to the Ruthenian side if you were fool enough, and some were.
I lived alone in my mother’s house at the edge of the marsh and I did what she had done: I pulled babies, I set bones, I dried yarrow and bog myrtle and mullein and hung them from the roof beam in bunches that turned the whole house into a smell. People paid me in eggs and flax and sometimes in a little silver, and they were polite to me in the way people are polite to the woman who will one day sit beside their deathbed. Father Idzi, who had come from the monastery to look after our souls, disapproved of me in a weary way that I came almost to like. He called my herbs “your little sins” and he bought them anyway for his gut.
And there was Mszczuj.
He was the smith, a widower with a burn scar that ran up his left forearm like a rope, and he laughed at things that weren’t funny and kept quiet about things that were. He came to my house first to have a splinter of iron dug out of his palm. He came the second time without a splinter. By the autumn of the year I’m telling you about, he came most nights, after dark, by the marsh path where the reeds hid him, and he left before the cocks. Everyone knew, of course. Nobody said anything, because a smith and a herb-woman are both people you need more than you need to be right about them.
He was the only one who ever saw me laugh with my mouth open. I didn’t mean to. He told some foolish story about a goose and the castellan’s steward and I forgot myself, and when I looked at him he had stopped smiling and was staring at my teeth, both rows, in the light of the fire.
I waited for him to get up and go.
Instead he reached out and touched the back row with the tip of his finger, carefully, as if they were something he might be asked to mend. “Does it hurt?” he said.
“No.”
“Then that’s all right.” And he went on with his story, and finished it badly, and I loved him for that more than for anything else, before or after.
♦♦♦
Dobrogost died at Martinmas.
He was the oldest man in Ostrów and the meanest, and when he died people said kind things about him with relief. He had eyebrows that ran together over his nose in one grey line, and he had been born, his sister said, with a caul over his face. He had never once in his life given anything away without remembering it. Father Idzi buried him in the churchyard on a wet grey morning and we all stood there and watched the clay go down onto the plank lid, and on the way home old Bogna, his sister, took my arm and said quietly, “He should have had a sickle.”
I said nothing. I knew what she meant. Everyone over forty in Ostrów knew what she meant.
“The priest wouldn’t allow it,” she said. “I asked him. He said it was heathen foolery and he wouldn’t have it on consecrated ground. Heathen foolery.” She spat. “He’s not from here. He doesn’t know what my brother was.”
“What was he?”
She looked at me sideways. “You know,” she said. “You of all people.”
I didn’t ask her what she meant by that, either.
♦♦♦
The first cow was found three weeks later in the włodarz’s byre, lying on its side in the straw with its eyes open. There was no wound on it that anyone could see, until I knelt and parted the hair on its neck below the jaw and found two small dark holes, close together, with the edges puckered and white. The cow was as light as a calf when they dragged it out. It had no more blood in it than a sack of chaff.
Then a sheep. Then the miller’s dog, which was a big brute of an animal that I would not have gone near in daylight. Then, in the week before Christmas, the miller’s man Wszebor, who slept in the mill loft to keep the thieves away, was found in the morning stiff and grey in his blankets with the same two marks at his throat, and the whole village came out into the snow and stood about in front of the mill with their hands in their sleeves and said what they were all thinking.
“Strzyga.”
Father Idzi heard the word and went red to the tops of his ears. He told us that the dead sleep until the Last Day and that God does not let them up for a drink in the meantime. He told us that Wszebor had died of a fever of the blood, and that the marks were from rats. He told us a great many things, standing on the mill step in his snowy habit, and while he told them people went quietly home and hung garlic over their doors and laid scythe blades across their thresholds edge upward, and in the morning the włodarz came to my house.
The włodarz was called Jaksa and he managed the village for the castellan. He was a careful man with careful eyes, and he sat on my bench with his cap in his hands and looked at my bunches of herbs and not at me.
“You know about these things,” he said.
“A little.”
“Bogna says it’s her brother.”
“Bogna would know her brother.”
“The priest won’t hear of digging him up.” He turned his cap round once in his fingers. “The priest is going to Koprzywnica for Christmas. He’ll be gone five days.”
So that was how it was going to be. I said I would need a spade, and a sharp sickle, and a man with a strong arm, and the włodarz said he would ask the smith, and I kept my face very still and said that would do.
♦♦♦
We opened Dobrogost’s grave on the second night after Christmas, in a snowfall so thick and soft that it swallowed the light of the torches a few feet out. There were five of us: the włodarz, Mszczuj, two of the włodarz’s sons, and me. Bogna had wanted to come and we had told her no. I think she watched anyway, from somewhere in the dark. I felt somebody watching.
The ground was frozen a hand’s depth down, and then it was soft. The boys worked the spades in turns while Mszczuj broke the crust with a pick. Nobody spoke. The only sounds were the spades and the snow and somewhere far out on the river the ice settling with long, low groans like an animal turning over in its sleep.
When the planks came up, the smell that came with them was not the smell I had expected. I have sat with the dead and I know the sweet heavy smell they get after a few weeks. This was not that. This was the smell of a cellar where apples have been kept: cold and faintly sweet and clean.
Dobrogost lay as we had buried him, in his good coat with his hands folded. His face was not grey. It was pink, as a sleeping man’s face is pink in a warm room, and his lips were dark and wet, and there was something dried in the white bristles of his chin.
One of the włodarz’s sons made a sound in his throat and turned away and was sick into the snow.
“Well,” said Jaksa. His voice shook only a little. “Well. There it is.”
I knelt at the edge of the grave and looked at the old man for a long moment. I remember that my own heart, the honest one, was going very hard, and that I felt the other side of my chest grow warm, as if somebody had put a hand on it.
“His head,” I said. “We take his head, and we put it at his feet, and we lay the sickle across his neck with the edge to the throat, so that if he sits up he cuts it off again. A stone in his mouth so he can’t call. Then we turn him face down, so that if he digs, he digs towards hell.”
Mszczuj was the one who did it. He had brought his own axe from the forge, the one he used for splitting charcoal wood, and he climbed down into the hole and stood astride the coffin and looked up at me once, and I nodded. It took three strokes. The second one made a sound I can still hear when I want to.
We did all the rest as I’d said. When the planks went back and the earth went over them, Jaksa crossed himself and then, after a moment, spat three times over his left shoulder as his grandmother would have done, and the boys did the same. Mszczuj walked me home through the snow and said nothing all the way, and at my door he took my face in both his hands and kissed my forehead.
“It’s done,” he said.
“It’s done,” I said.
And for eleven nights it was.
♦♦♦
On the twelfth night I dreamed of the river.
I was walking across the ice in my bare feet and it was not cold. The ice was black and clear, and under it I could see the slow green shapes of pike hanging in the water, and I knew where I was going and I was glad. It was the best dream I had ever had. There was a light on the far bank, a small yellow square of a window, and I went towards it and the snow didn’t touch me, and when I came close I could hear a man snoring on the other side of the wall, and I could hear something under the snoring, a soft wet steady sound like a wooden spoon in a pot of porridge, and that was his heart, and I was so hungry.
I woke on my own floor, by the cold hearth. My feet were black with mud to the ankles. There were reed cuts on my shins.
I lay there a long time. Then I got up and washed my feet in the bucket, and the water went brown, and I threw it out into the snow, where it steamed.
When I opened my mouth to drink, there was a taste at the back of my tongue like an old copper coin.
♦♦♦
The włodarz’s wife, Świętochna, died in the first week of the new year. Then the fuller’s eldest son, a big laughing ox of a boy who had danced with every girl at the harvest. Both of them with two small marks at the throat, as neat as if they had been made with an awl.
Father Idzi came back from Koprzywnica and found his parish sitting up at night with axes on their knees. Someone told him what we had done to Dobrogost, and he went out to the churchyard with the spade himself, alone, in daylight, and dug down until he found the turned body and the head between its feet and the sickle and the stone. He came to my house afterwards with clay to his knees and his hands shaking.
“You did this,” he said.
“The village did it.”
“You told them how. Don’t lie to me, woman, I’m not in the mood for it. You told them how.” He sat down on my bench without being asked, and suddenly he looked very old and very young at the same time, like a boy who has been sent to do a man’s job. “And it didn’t stop. Did it? It didn’t stop.”
“No.”
“Then it wasn’t him.”
I said nothing. Behind my closed lips I ran the tip of my tongue along the back row of my teeth. They felt sharper than they had. I told myself that was foolishness.
“Wita.” It was the first time he had ever called me by my name. “If it isn’t the dead, then it’s the living, and if it’s the living, it’s someone in this village, and I don’t know which is worse. Help me.”
I told him I would. I was not lying. I meant it, with one of my hearts.
♦♦♦
That night I asked Mszczuj to tie me to the bed.
He laughed at first, because he thought I meant something else. Then he saw my face and stopped laughing.
I told him about the river and the mud on my feet and the copper taste. I didn’t tell him everything. I didn’t tell him about my mother’s hand on the right side of my chest. But I told him enough, and he sat on the edge of the bed with his big burned arm across his knees and listened, and when I had finished he was quiet for a long time.
“It’s a dream,” he said at last. “You walk in your sleep. My brother did, when he was a boy. They found him once in the pigsty.”
“Then tie me, and in the morning we’ll both know it was a dream.”
So he tied me. He used a halter rope from his forge, and he tied my wrists to the bedposts with a knot he said a horse couldn’t pull, and then he lay down beside me on top of the blanket and told me to sleep.
I slept.
I dreamed of the river.
♦♦♦
When I woke it was grey dawn and the rope was lying on the floor, still knotted, in two loops, as if my wrists had simply thinned and slipped out of it like smoke out of a fist.
Mszczuj was not in the bed. He was sitting on the bench by the cold hearth with his back against the wall, and his face was the colour of tallow, and he was holding his left forearm in his right hand. There was blood between his fingers.
I sat up. “What happened?”
He didn’t answer. He just looked at me. Then he looked at my mouth.
I put my fingers to my lips and they came away dark.
“You went out,” he said. His voice was quite flat. “I woke up and you were standing at the door. I said your name and you didn’t turn round. I got up and took your arm and you —“ He stopped. He lifted his hand from his forearm, and I saw the two neat holes there, just below the old rope of the burn scar, and around them the skin already going
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