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Przemek Mazurkiewicz – PSHE-mek Ma-zur-KIEV-itch
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Iza Kozak – EEza KO-zack

Paweł Bławicki – PAH-veh-w Bu-ah-WITZ-ki

Konrad Waligóra – Konrad Val-ee-GOO-ra

Jacek Buchwic – Ya-TZEK BOO-h-vitz

Waldemar Gabryś – Val-DE-mar GAB-rys

Jerzy Popławski – JE-shy Pop-WAV-ski





Prologue

Winter, 2013, Huddersfield

‘Sasza?’ A man’s voice. Imperious, rough. The woman searched her thoughts for faces that would correspond to it She could think of nothing. The intruder decided to give her a hand by asking another question. ‘Sasza Załuska? Came up with it yourself?’

A sequence of events in which the officer had taken part flew before her eyes.

‘It’s actually my own.’

She heard him taking a drag on his cigarette.

‘I don’t work any more,’ she said flatly, ‘for you or for anyone.’

‘But you’re eyeing up a cosy position at a Polish bank.’ He snickered. ‘You’re coming back in the spring. I know all about it.’

‘Sure. Only you don’t know everything.’

She should have hung up but he had provoked her. She picked up the gauntlet, as she always did. They both knew it.

‘You got anything against it?’ She capitulated first. ‘I earn my money fair and square. What’s it to you?’

‘Ooh! Feisty! You’re trying to tell me your wages will pay for that flat next to the Grand? The rent there’s got to be at least two thousand. How are you going to get that kind of money?’

‘That’s none of your business.’ She felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. He knew about her plans, though she hadn’t told anyone aside from her family. They had to be spying on her computer. ‘In any case, don’t waste my time. If you’re calling this number, you know where I live and where I’ll live next. Say what you like, my answer is “no”.’

‘What about providing for your little girl?’ Apparently he was in a mood to tease her. ‘Nice trick. Our Thumbelina becoming a mother. Who would have thought? Who’s the daddy? The professor? Oh, and when it comes to the bank, I’m not sure they’ll take you on. Depends on whether you cooperate.’

Sasza controlled herself, but only barely. She didn’t want to swear.

‘What do you want?’

‘We have an opening.’

‘I told you already. I’m out.’

‘We’re developing. The wages are better. The work’s clean and not in customer service . . .’ Suddenly he became serious. ‘A colleague of mine asked me to recommend someone experienced and with knowledge of English. I thought you’d qualify.’

‘A colleague?’ She breathed in. Mentally counted to ten. She really needed a drink. Vodka. She chased away the temptation. ‘Our colleague or yours?’

‘You’re not going to regret this.’

Sasza put the phone on the table, walked to the half-open door of her daughter’s room. Karolina lay in bed, the quilt covering her up to her chin. Her hands were spread in a peculiar way. She was breathing deeply through slightly parted lips. In this state even loud music couldn’t have woken her. Sasza closed the door, picked up a packet of cigarettes and opened the window. She smoked and carefully surveyed the empty neighbourhood. The only moving thing was the neighbours’ cat, which slipped through a half-open gate and into the garden. She lowered the roller blind, returned to the phone and blew the rest of the smoke at the receiver. The man at the other end remained quiet but she was sure he was smiling with satisfaction.

‘You’ll get protection. Not like last time,’ he assured her. He sounded sincere.

It was quiet for a while. When Sasza responded, her voice was hard, without any trace of doubt.

‘Tell your colleague that I’m grateful for the honour but I’m not interested.’

‘You sure?’ he asked doubtfully. ‘You know what this means?’

She remained silent for a while longer. At last she said with conviction:

‘Don’t call me again.’

She was just about to hang up when the man said in a gentler tone:

‘You know, I’m in criminal investigations now. Who would have thought . . .’

‘I guess you didn’t volunteer. So, what, they transferred you?’ She wasn’t able to hide her satisfaction. ‘Where to?’

‘Some place or other,’ he replied, evasively, ‘but it’s only two years till I step down.’

‘I’ve heard that one before. I don’t remember when, but I have.’

‘You’re right as usual, Milena.’

‘Milena never existed.’

‘Thumbelina may have married the mole, but I’m still happy that you’re coming back. Some of us have missed you. Even I shed a tear or two. And I won the wager.’

‘How much did you bet? A bottle of whisky?’ She swallowed. She ought to eat something, and quick. Hunger, anger, too much stress. All the things she should avoid.

‘I bet a whole case. Pure vodka,’ he emphasised.

‘You never appreciated women at the firm,’ she said, though he flattered her. ‘I’m going to sleep now. This phone won’t work any more.’

‘The motherland grieves, o Empress.’

‘Well, tough luck, ’cause I don’t.’

Winter 1993

The rising steam gradually revealed the thighs and buttocks of the gymnasts, but if you came too late, the haze of water condensing on the window pane obscured the view.

Sometimes you could also glimpse budding breasts. But if you came too late, the haze of condensed water obscured the view. Anyway, you couldn’t stand on the ledge for long at a time. Your legs would go numb after a while and there was nothing to grab for support. That’s why the two of them always went together.

This day, an exception, they took a third. Needles was not allowed to watch. He was supposed to stand guard but he was happy enough that they let him follow them around. He was a year younger than the other two.

They especially savoured the moments of what they called ‘sniping’ – matching the faces of the girls when they were leaving the gym after training with the bodies they had glimpsed during the showers. The lads drew straws and the winner would be the sniper first. They each selected one girl and then spent half the night pretending to think about other things. Marcin usually took his guitar. He wasn’t any good with it but he knew a few songs: ‘Rape Me’, ‘In Bloom’ or ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ by Nirvana or one of the ballads by My Dying Bride. He played for a while and then hummed something he had composed himself – neither a poem nor entirely a song. He boosted his creativity with a bit of weed or strips of acid with pictures of Asterix on them.

Today they had arrived just in time. They heard laughter before the gymnasts even arrived at the door. Marcin’s throat went dry. He felt excitement but also a tinge of fear that one of the girls would catch sight of his face in the window, which was covered only by a hole-ridden mesh. He and Przemek had broken the pane a month earlier. Somehow nobody had noticed it yet. Even the caretaker who beat them painfully with a broom and chased them out of the school playground for smoking cigarettes. It was a miracle that they managed to jump over the fence. It could have ended badly – at the office of the principal of Conradinum, which they both attended, or at the local police station. They proudly flaunted the tears in their jackets made by the spikes of the gate – like battle wounds.

The girls marched in, immersed in conversation, and filled the room with chatter, like a frolicsome flock of birds. Glowing, their brows glistening with sweat after an exhausting workout. They laughed, outshouted each other, still worked up about their stunts. Most of them began undressing as soon as they came through the door. Their tight-fitting leotards landed on benches or the wet tiles of the shower cubicles. They idly loosened their hair, two or three to a cubicle, and lathered each other. Showed off their budding breasts or grabbed each others’ buttocks for a laugh.

Only one of them, not much older than a child, stood at the door with her clothes still on. She wore the longest leggings. She hugged herself, crossing her arms over her stomach, timid and looking ready to run at any moment. Her hair was tied back. Only a few locks slipped out of the band and stuck to her cheek. Marcin couldn’t recall seeing her here before.

Each of the boys had their favourites. Marcin liked the underdeveloped ones and Przemek often mocked him for it. He preferred full-bodied blondes, even the chubby ones, as long as they were curvy enough to wear bras. Marcin didn’t like the big-arsed ones. He always looked for thin girls with a doe-eyed stare. The petite one was just like that. Huge eyes in a delicate face with high cheekbones and disproportionately full lips. She was his hit that day.

‘You coming down?’ Przemek smacked his friend on the leg hard enough to make him stagger on the ledge.

‘Idiot,’ mouthed Marcin.

‘What the hell, Staroń? It’s my turn now!’ Przemek let go of him. Marcin staggered once more, then reluctantly readied himself to jump off. He stole another glance at the petite brunette, greedily seizing mental snapshots of the girl. She showered with her eyes closed, clearly isolating herself from the others. She had taken off her leotard but was not naked, remaining in her white knickers, which were now soaking wet and stuck to her buttocks. She was perfectly thin and had a hollow tummy and clearly visible ribs. When she bent down to pick up the soap it looked as if she would snap in two. Her hips were wide, though. Her pelvic bones protruded over the knickers like a buffalo’s horns. Marcin really liked her. He couldn’t move, even though Przemek wasn’t holding him any more, instead tugging at his legs and trying to pull him down.

Suddenly the showering girl looked at him. Saw him. She reflexively covered herself with her arms and stepped back deeper into the shower cubicle. All to no effect. He could still see her and he was sure now that he would remember that sight for the rest of his life. The arch of her arm. The bony feet with improbably long toes. The slender calf with a dirty Band-Aid on her ankle. She looked at him with trepidation and suddenly moved forward in a dance-like motion. Her full lips parted, her eyes half closed. She gently traced the soapy sponge across her body.

Przemek didn’t let him watch any longer. He hit him behind the knees with such force that Marcin had difficulty landing on his feet. He fell straight into black slush, soiling his new Wranglers, which he had got from Uncle Czesiek from Hamburg. He wasn’t thinking about them, though; hiding his erection from his friend was more of a priority.

Przemek climbed onto the ledge, peeked inside and immediately jumped down again.

‘Leg it!’ he called out, and started running. After a while he turned his head and, seeing that Marcin hadn’t moved, hissed: ‘Move it, mate.’

‘What about Needles?’

‘He’s gonna have to manage by himself.’

Przemek ran with his head lowered. Only when they had passed the fence and sprinted to the end of Liczmańskiego Street, completely out of breath, did they reach safety. Marcin asked:

‘Is anything the matter?’

Przemek shook his head.

‘Did they see you?’

‘We won’t be coming back again.’ Przemek took out a crumpled packet of cigarettes with a shaking hand. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

Marcin covered his distress with a nervous titter.

‘Let’s go and jam a bit. I’ve got something good for today.’ He slapped his friend on the arm in a friendly manner. ‘You can do whatever you want, but I’m going back. I found my perfect hit. Tits like berries, dark hair. Just my type of girl. I think I might be in love.’

‘That’s my sister, you turd.’ Przemek grabbed Marcin and nearly picked him up. He was taller and stronger but it wasn’t him that the prettiest girls fell for. They all fancied Marcin Staroń – a blond with a faraway look, never parted from his guitar. He didn’t even have to play it.

‘She’s only sixteen. If I ever see you there again, smartarse, you’re dead. And don’t you even think about getting close to her, or I’ll . . .’ He didn’t finish.

Marcin pointed to the wall of the gym. On their ledge, their secret place, there was Needles, happily spying on the gymnasts as if nothing had happened.

‘What a knobhead,’ raged Przemek. ‘He was supposed to be on the lookout!’

They looked at each other, jumped the fence and ran straight to the caretaker’s office. The woman immediately grabbed her broom but they pointed at Needles, still clinging to the gym window, and she eagerly started in his direction. They lounged against some old boards and waited for the show. Needles didn’t manage to reach the fence before the caretaker caught him. She took him to the principal. They didn’t like to think just what they had got him into.

‘Well, that’s too bad.’ Marcin took out some Rizla papers and rolled a joint. He passed it to Przemek, but his friend refused. ‘Suit yourself.’ Marcin took a proper drag.

‘Not that we would’ve gone there again,’ said Przemek. He was carving a Walther handgun out of wood. Marcin thought the piece of timber had resembled a gun for some time, but Przemek was still doggedly adding details to it. It even had serial numbers and the model name carved into it.

‘What’s her name?’ Marcin took pains to feign indifference.

Przemek stopped working for a second. He seemed spaced out.

‘Who?’

‘Well, not your mother, that’s for sure.’

Przemek aimed his mock gun at him and squinted.

‘Keep away from my mum.’

Marcin put his arms up, conceding defeat. Then he slowly lowered one and pointed it at the toy.

‘My dad has all the paints you can imagine in his workshop. I’ll coat it with a car paint sprayer and you’ll be able to spook the pigs.’

Przemek took a while to think about it. Finally he got up and replied casually:

‘Her name’s Monika. I promised my father I’d keep an eye on her. Everyone has a crush on her.’

‘I’ll help you,’ Marcin promised. ‘We won’t let anything bad happen to that sweet angel.’

‘Oh, shut up, you tit.’ Przemek threw the wooden toy to Marcin, who deftly caught it in mid air.

‘Black or chrome?’

They set off to the beach in Brzeźno. The wind was blowing.



The first snow began to fall just before Marcin arrived home. He took one of his gloves off and reached out with his hand. Snowflakes melted on his palm as soon as they touched his warm skin. It was a few degrees above zero. Even if it snowed throughout the night there was no chance of a white Christmas.

Zbyszko z Bogdańca Street was asleep. Only a few solitary windows reflected the blue glow of television sets. The inhabitants of Wrzeszcz had already managed to adorn the majority of railings and gates with twinkly lights – the latest trend transplanted straight from the West. Some had also decorated trees in front of their houses. They had probably seen that on Dynasty. In spite of all this the atmosphere was far from festive. The cobbled street was covered with slippery winter slush, and during the day the bleak sky loomed over everybody’s heads like the wings of some enormous black bird. There was no point in stargazing. Besides, Marcin had seen plenty of those during the last few hours spent on the beach.

He went round the heap of coal which the neighbour had failed to shovel into the basement. As usual. He stopped in front of the entrance to number seventeen. It was the only house on Zbyszko z Bogdańca Street not shrouded by black smoke during the day. The neighbours still heated their flats with tiled stoves. The Starońs were among the first to buy their council house. They demolished the wooden shed and built a brick mansion with a veranda. The stoves in their house fulfilled a strictly decorative function. Marcin and his brother called them ‘strongboxes’. They used them as places in which they could hoard their various precious trinkets. Marcin’s father cobbled the courtyard with modern-looking paving blocks and coated the garage driveway with a layer of cement. Not wanting to parade his affluence before the neighbours, he imported a ready-made hedgerow courtesy of an uncle in Germany and planted it around the property.

Marcin parted the conifers and noticed that the light was still on in his father’s workshop. He tensed and sobered up momentarily. He brushed off his jacket and righted the guitar on his shoulder. The drugs were starting to wear off. Nobody would notice that he had done them in the first place. He was ravenous. He pressed the door handle as quietly as he could and tiptoed in, careful not to make any noise. He hoped his mother was asleep. She scared him the most. When he passed her by she always liked to examine his pupils. She knew but they never talked about it. He took off his puffa jacket so that it didn’t rustle when he passed his parents’ bedroom. He immediately felt the damp coolness of winter and with his heart in his mouth he set off towards the workshop, illuminated by a neon sign reading ‘Sławomir Staroń – car mechanic’.

‘Thirteen thousand four hundred bucks.’ He heard several men guffawing behind the door. ‘There’s more, you fuckwit. Around fourteen. Can’t you even count? Amber’s all fine and dandy but only if you pay up front. You may be a decent driver, Waldemar, but you’re no good with maths.’

Marcin heaved a sigh of relief. Father had guests. Maybe the owners of the Audi which had been standing over the pit for the better part of the week. Or the black BMW Series 6. That one gobbled fuel like crazy. Marcin had taken her for a ride one time. Two hundred and eighty-four horsepower, zero to a hundred kilometres per hour in less than seven seconds – absolutely epic. It wasn’t Father who imported those cars. They were brought by various people. Sometimes they rang the doorbell in the middle of the night. Those times Father used to work until sunrise, and when Marcin got up for breakfast the car was already gone. It didn’t matter who the latest guests were. They were not to be disturbed. He was safe.

He entered the hall, took off his shoes and started climbing the stairs to the attic where he and his brother had their room. The guitar slipped from his shoulder. He caught it at the last moment. Only a low thrum from the strings could be heard.

‘Marysia?’ A low, pleasant voice came from the kitchen, followed by the sound of refrigerator doors closing. ‘Those trotters are delicious. I just couldn’t help myself.’

The voice was getting closer. Marcin had almost reached the top of the spiral staircase, but wasn’t able to hide on the second floor. He let go of his jacket and looked down. A slight, balding man in wire glasses rolled into the corridor on a wheelchair.

‘Wojtek?’ The man brightened.

The lad yawned, put the guitar down and pretended that he was just about to descend the stairs to the kitchen.

‘Marcin, the other one. Good evening, Uncle,’ he greeted his relative politely. ‘I must have dozed off. I’m so hungry I could eat nails.’

‘Not much left, my boy. Your mother makes the best jellied trotters in the world.’

‘Is Mum asleep?’

The cripple shrugged.

‘Oh, come on, you’re old enough to stop calling me “uncle” now. Call me Jerzy. Or Jug-Ears.’ He offered his hand. Marcin had no choice. He had to approach the wheelchair. He felt his hand crushed in a vice-like grip. ‘Well, aren’t you built like a barn door. As if you weren’t a Staroń at all.’

‘Yeah . . .’ Marcin opened the fridge. After systematically extracting various containers and placing them on the tabletop he got down to eating. When he had satisfied his initial hunger he noticed that he had lost a button from his school uniform. It had had an anchor emblem on it. He cursed his ill-considered nocturnal trip to the beach. His mother would never forgive him. He’d have to swap jackets with his brother. He took it off along with his shirt and tie and straightened the clothes on his chair’s backrest. He remained in a T-shirt sporting the likeness of Kurt Cobain. He threw on a checked flannel shirt which hung from the chair. His medium-length, fine hair dropped to his face. Jug-Ears watched his nephew, beaming. Then he ordered the boy to give him another portion.

‘They seem to be underfeeding you here.’ He giggled, sticking out his tongue in an odd way. ‘But, as they say, good appetite is a sign of good health. I see you do quite like to enjoy yourself, my boy.’

They ate in silence. The kitchen was dimly lit. Only the small light on the ventilation hood over the cooker was on.

‘How do they tell you apart anyway?’ Marcin’s uncle studied him intently.

‘Oh, that’s not a problem.’ The lad shrugged and pointed to the jellied trotters. ‘Wojtek would never eat this. Meat disgusts him. Apart from that I’m the one who’s occasionally capable of speech. Makes things easier.’

‘You’re turning eighteen in three days. Which one of you is older?’ asked Jug-Ears.

Marcin pointed to himself.

‘A minute and a half. But we won’t have a party until after New Year. Mum wants to visit school first.’

‘You’re going to get a beating?’

Marcin turned his head in surprise. Nobody had ever hit him.

‘I might only fail chemistry. I’ve already dealt with maths. Wojtek took the exam for me. He does quadratic equations for fun, you know.’

Jug-Ears chuckled.

‘Uncle, you won’t tell Mum he helped me, will you?’ asked Marcin, suddenly worried.

‘Don’t sweat it!’ said Jug-Ears reassuringly, and then seemingly became lost in thought. ‘Chemistry is useful, though. Improve and I might employ you at the company. We’re opening a new production line. There’s a niche in the market.’

The boy nodded but only out of politeness. He had never considered chemistry essential.

‘You got a girl?’

Marcin felt himself blushing.

‘Sure you got a girl.’ Jug-Ears tilted his head. ‘I bet she’s pretty, eh?’

‘Very.’

‘Never let a girl order you around. She’ll respect you more.’

‘It’s not been an especially long relationship, you know.’ He hesitated. ‘In fact we’ve just met. I barely know her.’

‘You’ll never know a girl through and through. No sense in trying.’

‘Yes, Uncle. I mean, Jerzy.’

Jug-Ears grew sullen, dropping his eyes.

‘It’s good to finally meet you. Your mother is hiding you both from me. Come and visit me some day. Bring your brother. We’ll talk about the future. I don’t know how much time I have left. The quacks tell me I won’t live for much longer. Marysia and you are my only family. My other sisters have no children. It would be a shame to part this way. Who knows if the next time we see each other won’t be on the other side.’

Jug-Ears pushed a button on the armrest of his wheelchair. He rolled towards the fridge, pulled out a bottle of vinegar and took a whiff.

‘Don’t say that, Uncle,’ managed Marcin. This was awkward. He didn’t really know what to say.

Jug-Ears poured a generous splash of vinegar over the jelly. He ate, slicing great chunks of meat and stuffing them into his mouth.

‘You’ll understand when you’re my age. Time flies and everyone’s going to kick the bucket at one point or another.’ He chuckled. ‘So what say you? Will you come by?’

Marcin nodded without much conviction. They both knew how it was. Mother forbade the twins to contact their uncle. They wouldn’t be visiting him any time soon. Maybe some day. Who knew?

Jug-Ears put his utensils down.

‘Take me to the workshop, will you? Your old man hasn’t really thought about disabled access. It’s all stairs, doorsteps and narrow entranceways.’

‘What, now?’

Marcin jumped to his feet, ready to help. He had satisfied his hunger and was becoming drowsy now. He’d get his uncle to his father and go to sleep. He had to retake an exam on machines and electrical appliances in the morning. He hoped he could persuade his brother to swap places with him. Wojtek had passed it a week back with an A. As usual he knew everything by rote. He’d agree. For a price. He never did anything without payment. Brotherly love seemed to have strictly defined rates and all the cash wound up in a can hidden in a stove behind Wojtek’s bed. Unfortunately, since Marcin had ‘borrowed’ a few thousand in June, his brother had begun recording the banknotes’ serial numbers in his notebook. Wojtek recovered every last penny of the debt but he also charged usurious interest and announced that the rate would be even higher after New Year’s Eve.

‘Inflation,’ he muttered, his face, as ever, devoid of any emotion.

Marcin never knew what his brother needed the money for. It was difficult to get anything out of Wojtek. It was probably meant to pay for something constructive, though. Another watch for the collection or maybe a scooter. Wojtek didn’t drink or smoke but was infuriatingly systematic. Their parents and teachers always encouraged Marcin to see his brother as a role model. He might not have been likeable but he certainly was efficient. Marcin knew that the exam would be passed and that Wojtek wouldn’t ever spill the beans – even if he got caught red handed. Provided that Marcin had the means to pay for the silence, that is. The fact that they were family changed nothing. When it came to personality he was a carbon copy of their father. A reliable, precise, utter bore. Marcin was an unrepentant spendthrift but he knew how to acquire funds.

‘Smooth operator,’ his father often mocked, but he also added, not without some degree of satisfaction: ‘But there’s always some girl to get you out of trouble.’

‘Or get you into trouble in the first place,’ argued his mother.

She favoured Marcin but she always assured them that she loved both her sons equally. Sławomir Staroń was always curt in his interactions with the twins. He liked to keep them in line. However, it was Marcin whom he reproached on a more regular basis for being a mummy’s boy. The lad used to rebel against that, but in time he learned how to enjoy the benefits it granted. Even now – he was avoiding his dealer after buying dope on tick because the payment deadline had expired the week before. He knew his mother would give him some cash for private tuition the day after tomorrow. He hadn’t been seeing his tutor for the past six months. He invested the money in weed and pills. He never thought of himself as a junkie. He simply enjoyed being in an altered state of consciousness once in a while. It allowed him to whip up some pretty cool licks. Only he never felt like writing them down. It wouldn’t have been an issue if Waldemar hadn’t driven up to Conradinum some time earlier and mistaken Wojtek for Marcin. Although he eventually believed that there were two of them after seeing Wojtek’s school ID, he had still recovered his money. So now Marcin had to repay the debt to his brother as quickly as possible. The interest was mounting up every day. Wojtek managed to grill Waldemar for the exact amounts one could earn from dealing drugs as well as the people and places one had to know in order to become a dealer. He didn’t enlist as a dope peddler only because he was earning even more in the cheque-forging business.

‘The risk is higher and you have to work outdoors and actually talk to people,’ he explained to Marcin in his distinctive monotone while tinkering with police frequency monitoring on his CB radio. And immediately he lost interest in his brother, having happened on an argument between two officers. He meticulously recorded their nicknames in his notebook. There was no one in the world who better understood how much Wojtek would suffer if he had to work in customer service. Courtesy wasn’t one of his virtues. He didn’t know how to have conversations. At times he seemed hostile. He always marched to the beat of his own drum. He never needed friends, although he had his ‘retinue’. It was he who had introduced Marcin to Needles. Wojtek used the younger student of the marine vocational school as a messenger to transport cheques with forged signatures. He paid him with hard cash. He didn’t like to take risks. Marcin assumed Needles came from a poor family. He had seen him several times, wandering around the city. Sometimes he shared his dope with the younger lad. For the companionship. He knew that Needles worshipped him as his musical idol. In truth, he never really cared for Needles’ attention or Wojtek’s business. Of course, he envied his brother’s numerous talents and it made him sick that Father always said what a young entrepreneur Wojtek was becoming.

‘And you, you’ll end up in a homeless shelter.’ He pointed to Marcin. ‘Unless your brother takes pity and employs you.’

That’s why the twins would hardly ever be seen together. They were identical – like clones – and they were often mistaken for each other. They learned to utilise it. They worked together only in church. The charmer, Marcin, diverted everyone’s attention while Wojtek nicked cash from the collection basket with ease, unseen, as if he wore an invisibility cloak. They divided the spoils fairly, fifty-fifty, although Wojtek usually took everything, what with Marcin always owing him money.



Seeing his nephew’s compliance, Jug-Ears reclined in his wheelchair. The backrest creaked. He lifted one of his limp legs with his hands and placed it on the chair, lifeless, like a wooden block. It wasn’t so easy with the other one. Marcin had to help him.

‘Get me some more of that salad, will you?’ his uncle ordered. ‘Ah, the taste of my childhood.’

When Marcin reached for the fridge again the cripple pulled a leather pouch from his breast pocket. It was worn at the corners and had a broken zip. It was also stuffed with money. Marcin froze with the salad bowl still in his hands. Jug-Ears licked his fingers and drew out a bill. He added four more. He slid five hundred dollars towards the lad. Marcin felt a wave of heat flooding his throat.

‘Are you serious?’

‘Some of it should go to your brother. Half would seem fair.’ Jug-Ears grinned. It seemed as if his mouth stretched all the way from one ear to the other. There was no one in the world this man could not win over, unsightly as he might be. ‘Take it. For your eighteenth birthday. Just don’t spend it on drugs. This is the one thing old Jug-Ears does not understand. And not a word to your old man. Or Marysia for that matter. She’d make you return it. And I won’t accept it.’ He wagged his finger.

They left the apartment, leaving the kitchen in a mess. Marcin promised himself that he’d clean it up when he returned. It was the least he could do for his mother. He was sure she wasn’t asleep. She was just waiting for the guests to leave. Staying in her bedroom was part of her strategy. She hadn’t spoken to her brother in years. She claimed he was involved in shady business practices and that their family’s jewellery shop was just a cover. He had undermined its magnificent tradition. If she knew how to set amber she would have taken the shop over. Unfortunately for her, women were left uneducated in the family. They were supposed to marry well, bear children and tend to hearth and home. That’s what all the Popławski sisters did. So that’s what she did too. One of her sisters lived in Germany now. She was the one they received packages with clothes, food and household cleaning products from, back during the communist regime.

There had been times when Maria endeavoured to maintain a relationship with Jug-Ears. She had hoped he would change and straighten out his life. Those times and this hope had long since vanished.And anyway, the only person benefiting from her proselytising was Jug-Ears himself. He had recruited her husband as his lackey. That’s how Maria saw the role of the mechanic in the gang. When she discovered that Sławomir had joined up with Jug-Ears’ men to steal oil from the refinery construction site or to illegally mine amber in the forest, she raised hell at home, threatening divorce. In the end she made him dispose of an aluminium pipe normally used in drilling wells, which Jug-Ears’ men, referred to by the local police as the amber mob, employed to under-wash the earth and illegally mine amber in the vicinity of the Northern Harbour. She wasn’t swayed by her husband’s arguments. He just kept repeating Jug-Ears’ platitudes, saying that the valued mineral was not the property of the government, that it should be given to the people and, besides, what better people to mine it than the inhabitants of Stogi?

Marcin was sure she knew what her husband was currently tasked with in Jug-Ears’ gang. For some reason she chose to turn a blind eye to it. They both pretended. It was the easiest thing to do. Or maybe she had no choice in the matter. Or he did what he did with her connivance. Besides, she liked the comfort. She probably also wanted to compete with her younger sister from Hamburg. She had always wanted a Western car and a new VCR. And since Jug-Ears had become their main customer, she wanted for nothing. Only the week before she had ordered a new silver fox fur at the furrier’s. The third, oldest sister lived a modest life in the forests of Matemblewo. Her husband was chief forester and a deeply religious man. He didn’t even accept bribes from poachers.

Marcin didn’t think about right and wrong or all the threats looming over the family if things went pear-shaped. He just wanted to enjoy himself, play guitar and have a girlfriend. His uncle impressed him. Ever since Marcin and his brother were children they would hear about him every now and then. Evil, devious and elusive – that’s what the people said. But for them he was just a kind-hearted, pitiable, pug-ugly man with the enormous Dumbo ears, which was how he got his nickname. And even though everybody in Tricity knew what the jeweller from Stogi really did for a living, no one could ever prove anything. His men blundered and were caught but he himself always kept his hands clean. At least, that was what it looked like from the outside.

‘Don’t knock. I want to check my crew’s alertness,’ warned the cripple. Then his voice changed as if he was talking to a child. ‘Surprise!’

Marcin burst through the garage door. Three men sitting at the back of the room sprang up from their chairs. One of them – a bald man in a tracksuit, sporting a great golden chain around his neck – put his hand on his pocket.

‘Bouli, you thick pillock!’ roared Jug-Ears. ‘He’s just a kid.’

Paweł Bławicki signalled to a short blimp of a man in a cheap, tacky Turkish jumper, who was hastily sweeping a multitude of small objects into a duffel bag.

‘Job twoju mat,’ swore the Russian when a gun fell out of his pocket. ‘Razworacziwajeties w marsze.’

The men tried to outshout each other. Marcin paid them no heed. As if hypnotised, he was staring wide eyed at an orange Lamborghini with German licence plates. The front of the car was dented. The right headlight dangled on a cable. Its windscreen was missing. It had been replaced with plastic film stuck in place with adhesive tape. Marcin didn’t mind the damage. He could see at first glance that the car was a real beauty. His father had worked on such a set of wheels once before but he hadn’t allowed Marcin to drive it, even for a short while, even outside the city. This time the lad promised himself he’d do everything in his power to sit behind the wheel of this rocket.

When he had composed himself, he took a peep at the workbench around which the men were gathered. It was dimly lit by a small lamp. The worktop was full of unhewn lumps of amber – one as big as half a loaf of bread – and great sheets of dollars and roubles still waiting to be cut into bills. His father jumped up and tried to obscure his view. His face went red. A vein bulged on his forehead.

‘Marcin, get back home now!’

Jug-Ears raised a hand.

‘He stays if he wants to. He’s an adult now.’

Marcin had never seen his father this furious.

‘Not for another three days. He’ll decide for himself then.’

His father and Jug-Ears glared at each other. Finally the cripple lowered his eyes. He rolled towards a half-empty crate of vodka standing in front of a tool cabinet. He grabbed one of the bottles of booze, twisted the top off and poured the alcohol into glasses. They weren’t the cleanest but nobody seemed to mind. Everyone present got his share, aside from Marcin’s father and a thickset, dark-haired man wearing a bright jacket. His face was blissfully free of the ravages of intelligence. He was well groomed and suave like an Italian model. He looked a few years older than Marcin but was a head shorter.

‘Waldemar, I’ve got only one use for you and you know what it is,’ said Jug-Ears.

The fop seemed to swallow the insult easily.

‘Aye, boss. You know I can’t. Doctor’s orders,’ he replied, to the merriment of the others. He turned and looked at Marcin, one corner of his mouth slightly upturned. He dealt in drugs and the young Staroń was a regular customer – he often bought marijuana and acid from him, sometimes harder stuff. The dealer didn’t let his poker face slip. He liked to have dirt on people.

‘I like driving and it’s the only thing I know how to do,’ added Waldemar. ‘I do it better than anyone, sir.’

‘That’s bollocks, lad. Pulling tarts is what you do best. They’re becoming younger and younger, your birds. That’s my boy!’ Jug-Ears raised his glass in a toast and gulped down his vodka. He grimaced slightly and looked at the label. ‘That’s pure alcohol mixed with water. What the bloody hell have you dragged in here, Rusov?’

The Russian laughed. ‘Wodka łuczsze chleba, gryzt’ nie trieba.’ He reached out a hand with an emptied glass, demanding another shot. The others followed his example. Before pouring the vodka into Marcin’s glass Jug-Ears shot an enquiring glance at his father.

‘Only half,’ decided Sławomir.

‘You still think him a child, don’t you? You haven’t lived in Stogi.’ The uncle gave a little snort. ‘John Paul the Second from Wrzeszcz, everyone, lo and behold. Never missed an Advent retreat, eh?’

The audience reacted as was expected of it. The thunderous laughter drowned out Marcin’s father’s response.

‘Don’t you blaspheme. I don’t ask for much, do I, Jerzy? Keep my son out of this. And let’s keep God’s business out of our own for now. I believe you’ll come around one day but I won’t try to convert you. Let the lad have this shot if he wants it.’

Jug-Ears turned to Marcin.

‘You want it?’

‘I want the whole glass,’ confirmed Marcin, seeing his father eyeballing him. The gathered men whistled with approval.

‘You’ll get a full glass in three days. Until then you’re just a kid, nothing more.’ Sławomir spilled half of the vodka on the floor.

‘Just like you to waste someone else’s drink,’ commented Jug-Ears, but he seemed content. As usual he was the one to sow the wind and avoid reaping the whirlwind.

Marcin showed off by guzzling the alcohol in one go. It burned his throat but he didn’t reveal his discomfort.

‘Za lubow,’ mumbled Rusov. ‘Trietij wsiegda za lubow.’

‘It’s as if the Holy Baby Jesus passed down your throat, isn’t it?’ Bouli tittered.

‘Good lad, your son.’ Jug-Ears turned to his brother-in-law. ‘He’ll make something of himself.’

‘Not the thing your sons made of themselves, I hope,’ retorted Sławomir. He snatched the glass out of Marcin’s hands and placed it on the table with a clatter.

The ensuing silence was utter and overwhelming. Nobody dared say anything. They all waited for the boss’s reaction. He sat there for a long while, lost deep in thought. He didn’t retaliate with a witty riposte, as he usually did. Three years earlier Popławski’s wife and two sons had died in a fire. Burned to death. Their car exploded after he turned the key in the ignition. It was said at the time that it was an attempted murder and that the real target was Jug-Ears. The police never found any traces of explosives, though. Fuel system malfunction was entered as the official reason for the accident. From that day Jug-Ears was confined to a wheelchair. He was paralysed from the waist down and suffered from post-traumatic epileptic seizures of increasing frequency. It was the only reason he avoided going to jail for being a member of an organised criminal group. He was given a medical certificate. He was not eligible to stay in a penitentiary facility or to participate in court hearings. Several months later the prosecutor’s office closed the case for lack of evidence. That was when Jug-Ears employed the young driver Waldemar, who always started the engine with open car doors. Popławski always waited a safe distance away, joking that he was certainly not going to get blown to pieces himself when that was what he employed a ‘guard dog’ for.

After a while, Jug-Ears measured Marcin’s father with a long, lazy look from behind semi-closed eyelids. He smiled derisively. He looked as if he was about to tell a joke.

‘Next time you say something like that I’ll take you to the forest and teach you a lesson. You bark too much, for a mutt.’

Staroń didn’t even think to apologise.

‘The truth hurts, doesn’t it?’ he said. He then entered the pit and began tinkering with the orange car.

Jug-Ears clenched his jaw in anger.

‘There’ll come a time when you’ll get your tail docked,’ he muttered. ‘You’re lucky we’re family.’

The men fell silent again. The situation was getting worse by the minute.

‘So, you know this joke?’ offered Bouli cautiously. He was clearly trying to divert attention from the conflict with Staroń. ‘A guy asks his mate: How’s it possible your old lady let you come to the pub?’

‘Niet,’ replied the Russian. ‘Jeszczo niet.’

‘I poured some soap into her bath, so she wouldn’t stop me. Ah, one of those spa-scented soaps? Nah, mate, lye.’

Jug-Ears laughed raucously and after a while his retinue joined in. They were all grateful to Bouli. Only the Russian grimaced and shook his head in incomprehension.

‘Nie poniał,’ he grumbled.

‘I’ll translate it for you in a while, Witia.’ Bouli smacked him heartily on the back with such force that the man bent forward. ‘Let me see those dollars. Let’s cut them, count them and call it a night. Besides, I’m hungry.’

‘Right you are. Quit talking and start doing,’ declared Jug-Ears, definitively ending the dispute.

Everyone returned to their tasks. They heard Staroń drilling in the pit. In spite of his resentment his work was beyond reproach, as always.

Marcin thanked Jug-Ears for the vodka and got up to leave. His uncle stopped him with a gesture. He pointed to the space next to him. The lad took a free chair. They watched as the two ratty men Marcin had never seen before, along with Bouli and Waldemar, checked the bills under UV light.

‘Top notch, Witia.’ Bouli smacked his lips in appreciation. ‘I wouldn’t have recognised the forgery myself.’

‘Don’t you worry.’ Jug-Ears winked at Marcin. ‘Yours are real.’

The orange Lamborghini stood in front of them.

‘Sweet,’ offered Marcin. ‘What’s the mileage?’

‘It’s whatever we want it to be,’ replied Jug-Ears. ‘You got a car yet?’

The lad shook his head.

‘Would you like to have one?’

An uncertain smile curled the corners of Marcin’s mouth.

‘Maybe one like this? You could drive around with your sweetie. Or just ride wherever you wanted.’ The prospect was enticing. The cripple ruined it immediately. ‘Your old man will buy you one. When you’re thirty.’ He laughed with cruelty. ‘When our Waldemar won’t be among us any more. He’ll wreck his bloody arse on one tree or another, driving fuck knows how fast.’

‘Or I’ll fall off a cliff,’ added the driver without a trace of a smile. Marcin turned around, taken aback. The man had been standing a fair distance away but he had heard everything they said. They locked eyes for a second. ‘Better to burn up fast than fade away, eh?’

Marcin glanced at his Cobain T-shirt. He pulled on his flannel shirt instinctively. The fop was mocking him but Marcin didn’t have the courage to retort. He’d do it next time, when they were alone, he decided.

‘It’s his car.’ Jug-Ears pointed to Waldemar. ‘If your father loved you he’d get you one too. But you’re lucky. You have me and that’s why Waldemar will lend it to you. In a week’s time. That’s how long it will take to repair it, see? Your old man may be a slowcoach but he’s also the best panel beater in town. Besides, we still have to nationalise it, so to speak, so there’s no stink.’

Marcin didn’t have a chance to protest. Jug-Ears ordered Waldemar to hand over the keys and the registration document.

‘You’ll take your girl for a ride around Gdańsk next Friday, lad. And don’t worry about the driving licence. I’ll notify whoever needs notifying. Just remember, don’t go outside the city. Got it?’

If a look could kill, Marcin would have already been dead under the bombardment of Waldemar’s sky-blue irises.

‘Erm . . . nice jacket you’ve got there.’ Marcin pointed at the driver’s suit. He expected to placate the man but achieved nothing of the sort.

‘Scratch it and you’re dead,’ hissed Waldemar, and stomped away to have a smoke.

Jug-Ears sat there, watching the spat with delight.

‘You’ve got potential, Staroń. Remember, the bigger the appetite, the better the life. And you do like to eat, don’t you?’

Then he called for the bald musclehead wearing the golden chain and whispered something in his ear. Bouli didn’t even look Marcin’s way. He just nodded, acknowledging the order.

‘Leave the lad alone. He’s got school tomorrow.’ Sławomir emerged from the pit. ‘You’ve had your fun.’

‘Why are you so fucked off, Staroń?’ The cripple chuckled and turned to Marcin: ‘You can go to sleep now, son. And if the bluebottles bust your balls don’t call Dad – call this guy here.’ He pointed at Bouli. ‘Good Mister Bławicki will get you off the hook in any situation and that’s because he’s one of mine and you’re kin. Popławski’s flesh and blood. Just remember, boy, you only get one day. After that the party’s over. And some day, when you decide you want some more, you’ll find your Uncle Jug-Ears.’

‘Just what are you trying to set him up for?’ Marcin’s father suddenly loomed over the cripple.

‘Go now, son,’ repeated Jug-Ears with composure. ‘It’s past bedtime.’

Leaving, the lad heard his father and uncle still arguing heatedly. He ignored them. It was the best day of his life. He was too young to understand that he had just signed a pact with the devil. Great happiness always has a steep price. Only trouble is free.



He dreamt of an African elephant lying on the unguarded beach in Stogi. It was ridden with maggots. Seagulls circled over the carcass. Beachgoers paid it no mind. They laid down sunbeds, drove sunshades into the sand and floated around on their inflatable mattresses. An ice-cream vendor put his icebox on the cadaver. He failed to notice that fly larvae started crawling into it as a group of children surrounded him, their hands filled with coins. He sold nearly all his ice cream and then set off again. Only then did Marcin spot the thin auburn-haired girl from the changing room. She was in the sea, water reaching up to her waist. She was wading in deeper. In a few moments the water reached her neck. He rushed towards her. The waves were too high. He shouted. She couldn’t hear him. Then she vanished under the water. There was no elephant on the beach, either. The ice-cream vendor was still calling out to people to buy a bambino and the sand was filled with sun-worshippers.

He woke up drenched in sweat. He got up and put on his clothes in a hurry. As usual, he had overslept. His brother’s bed was perfectly made. Marcin’s school uniform hung from the rack next to the mirror. His shirt was clean and had sharp creases down the sides of its sleeves. His mother must have brought his clothes from downstairs. Only the button was still missing. Marcin knew that Wojtek would cover up for him when asked by the teachers. He quickly forgot about the dream. He thought only about his upcoming big day. With his orange torpedo of a car he’d be able to pull Monika. Not to mention that he still had five hundred dollars in his pocket. He’d change them in a currency exchange and repay his debt to Waldemar. Every junkie knew that Jug-Ears’ fop had the best dope in town. Well, maybe everyone aside from his boss, who was apparently unaware of the manner in which his driver was moonlighting. Marcin found that most entertaining of all.

Before he went to school he spray-coated the wooden gun. He went with black. Chrome was too showy. He put the toy down to dry. It looked just like the real thing. He couldn’t wait to show it to Przemek. Thinking better of it, he turned back and placed the still-wet gun in the stove behind Wojtek’s bed. If his father found it he’d think that Marcin had secretly joined Jug-Ears’ gang. He wouldn’t think of looking for it in his perfect brother’s hiding spot.






Monika Mazurkiewicz was arranging books in her bag from smallest to largest. Next to the books she laid her pencil case, lunch and some girly trinkets. The geography teacher was finishing making notes in the register. He glanced at the sixteen-year-old over his glasses. When she bent over, her short skirt pulled up high. The teacher averted his eyes.

‘Goodbye, sir.’ She headed for the door.

There was no one else in the classroom. She was usually the last to leave. He used to watch her during tests. She always thought for a long while before she began writing. She would moisten her pencil with her tongue, bite her lips and brush aside unruly strands of hair falling over her face. He knew her handwriting well. He immediately recognised her round letters, fanciful a’s and spiralling g’s. She seemed so mature for her age. She intrigued him. He couldn’t tell why. She was never in a hurry and she was never the first to offer answers in class. She sat in the last row of desks and spent entire classes staring through the window. At first he thought she wasn’t paying attention but when he quizzed her, she was always ready. She responded stolidly. Usually she was correct, though by no means an outstanding pupil. Some teachers mistook her for one of the thick ones but the geographer knew that she was just difficult to reach. She lived as if behind a pane, in her own world. The girl definitely wasn’t stupid, though. In contrast to her numerous siblings – especially the brothers.

‘Could you come here, please?’

She turned in the corridor.

Her breath had quickened. She was nervous. She eyed him expectantly.

‘I’d like to . . .’ He wasn’t sure what to say to her. He hadn’t thought this through. It was an impulse. He saw the outline of her small breasts under her shirt. ‘It’s about Arek. He’s not doing very well. Maybe you could help him? There’re six of you, aren’t there?’

‘Seven,’ she corrected. ‘The oldest, Przemek, studies at the marine school.’

‘Ah, yes. I remember now. I taught him in primary school.’ He recalled a muscly lad with a brain the size of a peanut. He wondered how it was possible that Przemek had been admitted to such a prestigious school. He himself let him graduate only out of pity. Now another one of Monika’s brothers awaited a similar fate. ‘Do your homework with Arek and quiz him on today’s class, please. Help your mother. She has a lot on her plate as it is, surely.’

‘I’ll try,’ she promised. She seemed weary again.

‘I’m just drawing your attention to the problem. If Arek fails to improve he’ll have a hard time being promoted to the next year. I’m telling you, though I should be calling your parents. I understand they don’t really have the funds to hire a private tutor. So if you have a problem – any problem,’ he cleared his throat, ‘you may always come to me.’

He felt the ends of his ears turning red. He adjusted the glasses on his nose. The girl apparently didn’t get the hint. She looked at him, confused.

‘May I go now?’

She left, round shouldered. The teacher followed her with his eyes until she had gone through the door. He got up and glanced over the courtyard. He expected to see her downstairs in a few minutes. It had been her last lesson of the day.

He noticed a sports car in front of the school. It was orange and it literally reeked of gang business. When Monika arrived at the gate its driver stepped out and approached her. The teacher took his glasses off and squinted. He knew that boy. He had taught him a few years back. It was one of the Staroń twins – the car mechanic’s sons. Monika passed the tall, blond man without a word but when he grabbed her by the arm she had no choice but to stop. He took his hand away. She stared him down. The intrigued geographer watched the two and thought about what it was that connected them. They didn’t look like a couple. They talked for a short while. Then the boy opened the car door and the girl stepped in. With a roar from its powerful engine the car disappeared from sight. The teacher felt a twinge of envy. He wasn’t sure whether it was about the girl or the car. He’d been young once, too. He had had dreams. But he didn’t have a father who forged car numbers for the mob for a living. There were two possibilities: the boy would join a gang or his father would look after his education and isolate him from the criminal underworld. Either way the boy had his future secured. After years of hard work the geographer could barely put food on the table for his family. And in order to provide for them, to send his children to college, he had to pay his neighbour to drive him to Kaliningrad so he could smuggle amber for Jug-Ears. One just couldn’t earn nearly enough from private tuition in this city.


Monika crossed her arms over her stomach. Her hand grabbed her worn-out crocheted book bag and held it tightly. Her bony knees remained together. A crescent-shaped gap formed between her thighs. Marcin was thinking about how to begin the conversation. For the moment, though, he contented himself with showing off his driving skills. He pushed sequences of buttons on the dashboard, turned the radio knob and finally, by a stroke of luck, turned on the passenger seat heating. The feeling of warmth beneath her buttocks surprised the girl but she refrained from commenting. For a time they drove in silence.

‘Where are you taking me?’ she asked.

‘That’s a surprise,’ he replied.

‘I don’t like surprises.’

‘I figured that much.’

‘You have a driving licence already?’

He let out a nervous little laugh, trying to cover his uneasiness.

‘You always like that?’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know. Prickly.’

She shot him a sideways glance. She was unsettling him.

‘The car’s my uncle’s. I borrowed it. It’s not stolen,’ he assured her.

He turned from the main route. They drove down a narrow asphalt road which ran alongside tram tracks. They passed by a number eight. The boundary of the forest stretched on the other side.

‘I know which beach you want to take me to,’ she declared. ‘Stogi. It’s our beach.’

‘Yours?’

‘That’s where my parents met. Przemek showed you, didn’t he? Forgot to add the whole romantic story, though, didn’t he?’ That was the first time he had seen a real smile on her face. ‘Father emerged from the water and Mother immediately fell in love with him. So much so, in fact, that they managed to make seven children. Me, Przemek, Arek and our four sisters.’

‘We’ll tell the same story to our children, only in reverse. You were the one to emerge and I . . .’ He smiled, slightly embarrassed.

‘You saw me that day, didn’t you? A week ago. In the showers.’

She looked lovely with that abashed expression on her face.

‘I don’t want to have children.’

‘Me neither,’ he replied immediately. Having children was an even more abstract notion than growing old.

‘I know what you want.’ She looked at him. Marcin felt himself blushing. ‘Stop skulking around my school.’

‘I never did.’ He gritted his teeth, suddenly furious. Wojtek was going to take a beating tonight, for sure. He couldn’t remember telling his brother about the girl, but he was certain that Przemek wouldn’t have been the one to let the cat out of the bag.

‘I have to go home now,’ she asserted with conviction.

He gunned the car. The engine revved.

‘Stop the car.’ She didn’t raise her voice but her words carried such strength that he immediately followed the order. He braked and made a sharp turn onto a forest path. The engine died. They sat there, on the edge of the thicket.

‘It’s only a few more minutes,’ he tried convincing her, but knew he would surrender.

She was right. He did want to fuck her. That was the first thing he thought when he woke up that day. Only it had all changed. She was there and he felt fond of her. He was impressed by her passive, silent strength and her inner composure. He wanted her to become his girlfriend. He wanted her to stay. For ever. He also knew he could never say it out loud. It would have been stupid. He had seen her for the first time only a week before and now he wanted to ask her to be with him. ‘I won’t hurt you,’ he managed to croak.

Monika snorted and then stared straight ahead for a long while. She had a perfectly symmetrical, doll-like face. He studied her parted lips and long eyelashes, without even a trace of mascara. He turned the key in the ignition. The engine purred. The steady rhythm made him feel braver. He had begun turning the car around when suddenly a lorry materialised from the opposite direction. Its driver honked. He was speeding. Marcin managed to reverse at the last moment. For a second he was truly terrified. For the first time he thought about what would happen if they had an accident. Monika must have felt the same. She softened – looked at him differently.

‘I’m not scared,’ she said, gently. ‘I’m not afraid of anything or anyone.’

They sat, silent. He would have given a lot to smoke a blunt but he didn’t have the courage to do so in front of her.

‘Will you take me back or should I hitch a ride?’ she snapped, but remained seated.

‘We’ll go in a minute,’ he promised.

The girl turned her head and stared through the window. She huddled up.

‘A minute’s passed already,’ she said after a while, still surveying the forest. Then she shook her head and burst out laughing. ‘You’re weird.’

Marcin couldn’t tell why he did what he did. If they had just driven away, nothing would have happened. Everything would have played out differently. Not only his life but the lives of a lot of other people would have taken other courses. At that time, however, he thought only that he couldn’t waste such an occasion. Jug-Ears was right. He liked to live and he had a great appetite. He was sitting in an epic car, like a player. It was warm and he had only to reach out to have Monika. He touched her ring finger first. And even though she remained distant, didn’t even look his way, he touched another one. Then he took her hand. It was petite, her fingers long and slender.

‘My father doesn’t like the fact you’re friends with Przemek,’ she said quietly, but her hand remained in his.

Marcin furrowed his brow and waited for what else she had to say.

‘He says you’re a junkie and the son of a criminal. Didn’t you know?’

She cocked her head, as if she was checking whether he’d rise to the bait. His only response was to kiss her. He imagined her as a creature of innocence. He was certain she had never kissed anyone before. He liked the fact that he’d be her first. His tongue delicately touched her pursed lips. He didn’t do anything else. For a while her eyes remained half closed. He raised his hand, intending to touch her cheek, but she moved away to a safe distance.

‘My parents will be looking for me.’ She pulled her hand free.

‘I’m not a junkie or even a criminal,’ he assured her. ‘I’ll try to change your father’s mind. We won’t date until then. I’ll take you home now. Can we meet again?’

She shook her head. ‘Pa won’t let me. He told me that we’ll talk about dating boys when I’m eighteen.’

‘I’ll wait, then,’ he swore, solemnly. ‘If I can’t have you, I won’t have any other girl.’

‘Oh, stop it, you!’ She laughed.

The radio played ‘Jedwab’ by Róże Europy.

‘I love this song,’ whispered Monika.

‘It’ll remind me of you from now on,’ he replied dreamily.

A sharp rapping against the window cut the moment short. A uniformed police officer was standing outside. Marcin quickly lowered the window. He looked around, surprised. He hadn’t heard the approaching car.

‘Senior Sergeant Robert Duchnowski, Twenty-second Gdańsk police department,’ announced the officer with a salute. ‘Driving licence and registration document, please.’

Marcin pulled a waxed cloth case from the glove compartment.

‘Driving licence?’

‘Actually . . .’ he started, but couldn’t think of anything useful to say. He felt Monika’s accusatory glare on his back. He felt angry with the policeman. He just had to pick the worst possible document to inspect. He handed his Conradinum student ID to the officer with a nonchalant smile. ‘My uncle lent me the car,’ he said haughtily.

‘Your uncle
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