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Chapter One – The Lift
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Jakub Nowak had flown from Manchester to Kraków often enough that the journey had become entirely mechanical. He no longer noticed airports in the way he once had. They had merged into a single anonymous place filled with plastic seats, expensive coffee and people who always seemed surprised that a flight contained other passengers. By the time the aircraft touched down in Poland, he was already thinking about everything waiting for him at the other end.

His phone vibrated the moment he switched off flight mode. A handful of work emails appeared first, followed by a message from his wife asking whether he'd landed safely. Beneath those sat a missed call from the care home.

Jakub sighed and called them back while following the slow-moving line of passengers through the terminal.

A nurse answered almost immediately.

"Mr Nowak."

"Hi. I just landed. Everything alright?"

"Everything's fine."

Nobody had ever begun a conversation with those words and improved the situation.

"What happened?"

"Nothing serious. Your father was asking when you were arriving."

Jakub adjusted the strap on his bag and continued walking.

"Did he know it was me?"

There was a brief pause.

"No."

The answer didn't surprise him nearly as much as it would have a year ago.

"Right."

"I'm sorry."

"It's not your fault."

The nurse sounded relieved.

"We'll see you tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow morning."

After a few more polite exchanges, the call ended. Jakub slipped the phone back into his pocket and carried on towards baggage reclaim.

His father, Stanislaw, had been living in a nursing home near Zakopane for almost eighteen months. At first there had been optimism. Different medication. Better routines. Professional care. Everybody had spoken as if the situation could be managed if enough sensible people became involved. The dementia had largely ignored their plans.

Now the disease seemed determined to dismantle his father one memory at a time.

Some visits were good. Sometimes Stanislaw recognised him immediately and spent an hour complaining about politicians, footballers and the price of everything. Those days felt almost normal.

Other visits were not.

Three months earlier his father had spent an entire afternoon convinced that Jakub was the village postman. He had become increasingly angry about missing letters that had apparently failed to arrive sometime around 1994.

The memories faded. The stubbornness remained.

Forty minutes later Jakub emerged from the hire car office carrying the keys to a grey Skoda Octavia and a growing sense of irritation. Rain had begun falling while he'd been inside. Not the dramatic sort. Just the constant drizzle Poland seemed capable of producing for days at a time.

The car smelled faintly of plastic, cleaning fluid and whatever traces previous drivers had managed to leave behind. He threw his suitcase into the boot and started the engine.

The drive south no longer required concentration.

He knew the route.

He knew where the traffic would slow, where the roadworks would appear and which petrol stations offered coffee that could be consumed without regret. The satnav remained switched on out of habit rather than necessity. Getting lost would only lead to an awkward conversation with his wife.

As the city disappeared behind him, the landscape gradually changed. Buildings became villages, villages became fields and eventually the fields gave way to woodland. The mountains appeared in the distance beneath a ceiling of dark clouds. Rain streaked across the windscreen while the road twisted steadily south toward Zakopane.

Most of the journey passed in silence.

His thoughts kept returning to the house.

When his father moved into care, everyone assumed selling it would be straightforward. It wasn't. Nothing involving property ever seemed to be. There were surveys, valuations, paperwork and a seemingly endless list of practical problems. The place sat empty now, caught in the uncomfortable space between being somebody's home and becoming somebody else's responsibility.

This trip was supposed to finish things.

Meet the estate agent.

Clear the remaining rooms.

Sign the final documents.

Go home.

At least, that was the plan.

Jakub rounded a bend and noticed an old woman walking beside the road.

There was nothing immediately alarming about her. Plenty of people walked in rural Poland. Even so, something about the sight felt unusual. The weather had worsened considerably and there were no houses nearby. No village. No bus stop. No obvious destination.

She wore a long dark coat despite the season and carried nothing in her hands. When he passed, she turned her head and looked directly through the side window.

For a moment their eyes met.

Then she vanished in the mirror behind him.

Jakub thought little more about it.

A few kilometres later he joined a queue of traffic stopped at temporary lights. Roadworks blocked part of the road ahead. Rain rattled softly against the roof while drivers sat staring at one another through wet windscreens. Eventually the light changed and the line began moving again.

Two bends later, Jakub frowned.

The old woman was ahead of him.

He glanced instinctively in the rear-view mirror before looking forward again.

The same woman walked along the roadside.

The same dark coat.

The same unhurried pace.

That was impossible.

The roadworks had delayed everyone. There was no way she could have travelled several kilometres while traffic remained stationary.

Yet there she was.

Jakub stared for a moment before shaking his head.

There would be an explanation.

There always was.

The old woman watched him for a little longer than politeness required, as though waiting for some reaction he had failed to provide.

Even so, he found himself slowing.

The woman continued walking without any sign she had noticed him. Eventually guilt overcame common sense. He pulled onto the verge and lowered the passenger-side window.

The woman stopped and smiled.

"Good evening."

Her voice sounded cheerful, as though waiting beside a mountain road in the rain was entirely ordinary.

"Do you need a lift?" Jakub asked.

"You seem to have decided I do."

He laughed.

"That's not really an answer."

"No."

"Then get in before I change my mind."

The woman opened the door and settled into the passenger seat with surprising ease. A faint smell of wood smoke accompanied her, reminding Jakub of winters spent visiting relatives when he was young.

For several minutes neither spoke.

The woman watched the passing forest while rain drifted across the glass.

Eventually she said, "You're visiting your father."

It wasn't phrased as a question.

Jakub glanced across.

"Small towns. Everybody knows everybody."

"Not everybody."

"No?"

"No."

The answer seemed complete as far as she was concerned.

"How is he?" she asked after another minute.

Jakub shrugged.

"Depends when you ask."

"He was always stubborn."

"Still is."

The woman smiled.

"Good."

Something about the conversation felt odd. Nothing she said was impossible. Nothing was even particularly surprising. Yet every comment landed strangely, as though it belonged to a discussion that had already been taking place before he arrived.

"You don't visit often enough, Kuba."

Jakub looked across at her.

"Kuba?"

The woman seemed amused by his reaction.

"That is what your mother called you."

"My mother called me all sorts of things."

"Mostly when you were causing trouble."

Despite himself, he laughed.

"Did you know her?"

"Everybody knew your mother."

Again, not really an answer.

The road carried them steadily closer to Zakopane. More houses appeared. Then streetlights. Then traffic.

The old woman seemed entirely at ease wherever she happened to be.

Eventually she pointed ahead.

"Turn left here."

Jakub followed the instruction.

The road led into a quiet residential area on the edge of town. Nothing about it stood out. People lived there. Children probably cycled there. Neighbours probably argued over fences there.

"Here will do."

Jakub pulled over.

The woman opened the door before pausing.

"You should visit him tomorrow."

"I was planning to."

"Good."

She seemed genuinely pleased by the answer.

Then she stepped out and walked away.

No dramatic disappearance. No mysterious transformation. No unsettling behaviour.

Just an elderly woman heading down a quiet street in the rain.

Jakub watched until she rounded a corner and vanished from sight.

Then he drove on.

His father's house looked exactly as he remembered, which somehow made it sadder. Rain glistened on the roof. The garden needed attention. One of the downstairs curtains hung slightly crooked behind the glass.

The place already felt like a photograph of itself.

He unlocked the front door and stepped inside.

The smell hadn't changed.

Polish. Dust. Old furniture. The faint scent of books that hadn't been moved for years.

Silence filled every room.

Not peaceful silence.

Absence.

The sort of silence that appears when a life has been interrupted.

Jakub carried his suitcase upstairs and unpacked just enough to survive the night. Tomorrow would be busy. The care home in the morning. The estate agent later in the afternoon. More paperwork than any reasonable person should be forced to endure.

By eleven o'clock he was lying in the spare bedroom staring at the ceiling.

The old woman drifted through his
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