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Mokotów Prison, Warsaw, November 1949

The man’s face is familiar, eerily familiar, a face from a thousand dreams to come. He uses his familiarity to his advantage, smiling, placing his pudgy hands on the table in front of him as if this were an ordinary friendly conversation between equals. He has a sweet smell; there’s a mildness about his eyes which remain soft as he asks his questions, patiently laying them out neatly one by one. He wears an immaculate uniform with a starched collar; the colours of his decorations bring almost a touch of warmth to the cell. There is something priestly about him. Of course there is, he is after extracting a confession.

‘You were a sergeant in the Home Army, weren’t you a perfect patriot, my friend?’ His voice is seductive. His eyes say that they are sorry that he has no choice other than to continue. 

‘I have already said that I was a member of the resistance. What more do you want?’

He smiles and leans forward. ‘The truth, my friend, I want you to tell me the truth.’

‘I have already told you the truth.’

The interrogator looks at his watch and yawns. It’s four in the morning, breaking hour. They have been talking like this since midday. It is extraordinary how words can stretch to fill any length of time. These people are masters at pulling language into shapes that seem impossible. When they have finished with words, you believe everything they say, for that is the game; the end point of the investigation is not to make you confess, but to make you doubt. To doubt all that makes you human.

There have been days like this. Too many to count. Janek knows that the interrogators sleep in the prison. The UB are not allowed homes or personal lives. They are captives, just as he is. When he first arrived he thought of scratching a calendar on the cell walls to record his time as others had done before him. Etched into the hard shell around him were initials, names, dates, a few complete messages to wives and husbands, to children, to life itself. There were words of hope and there were words of desperation. He considered leaving his mark, but after the sixth day that seemed futile.

‘Do you understand what we do here?’ the interrogator continues. His round face shines in the bare light. It’s almost a holy light, pure, untainted. It fills the cell with radiance.

Janek shifts on his stool. ‘You ask questions.’ 

The interrogator is irritated by the response. He nods to a young officer standing behind Janek. At a sign from the interrogator, the officer aims his boot at Janek’s buttocks and kicks him off the stool. The floor is gritty. He can feel it under his cheek. At some point sand has been sprinkled in here. The young officer’s boots grind the minute glass particles into even finer sand as they kick steadily at Janek’s ribs, his stomach, his kidneys, his genitals. The sound reminds Janek of feed sacks dropping one after another from a hay loft.

‘That’s enough,’ says the interrogator. Blowing from his efforts, the officer picks up the stool and turns it with its legs pointing upwards. Janek lies on the cement floor with his knees drawn up to his chest, listening to the sound of his own blood pounding in his ears. His body is a bag of hot pulp, but the floor is cool, almost soothing. His eyelids flutter. A violet light pulses on the edge of his vision. For a second he thinks he can smell fresh water. The interrogator’s voice slices through the hallucinations, breaking his fall into oblivion. ‘Perhaps now you would like a more comfortable seat?’

Trying to balance on a stool leg with his thighs outstretched is even more excruciating than the kicks and blows. The interrogator’s expression is one of compassion. ‘Who do you know?’ he asks gently. ‘What are the names and addresses of your Home Army friends?’

‘I’ve given you names.’ There is blood in his mouth again. It is strange how you can get used to the taste of it and even find it a relief. Its salt is sustaining him.

The interrogator nods to the officer. He takes a step forward. He is perhaps the same age as Janek, twenty-five or thereabouts: white-skinned with a narrow, closed face; unblinking, dry eyes and pale, almost invisible lips. The interrogator raises his finger, indicating the officer should wait. He bites his lip. He shakes his head and smiles a slow, sad smile. It is unfortunate, but he has caught Janek out in a lie. He has no other option than to punish him. He leans forward with his elbows on his desk. He speaks slowly and with regret. ‘My friend, I’m afraid those names are the names of the dead.’

The stool cracks against the cell wall. Shoved down on the floor for another pummelling, Janek is gratified to see that one of stool legs has split off from the base. The punches and kicks are not so bad this time. His officer is getting tired. He is losing his appetite. His tight breathing suggests he might be asthmatic. In a while another officer will come to take over and they will drag Janek back into his cell. 

Blood and shit cake the back of his pants and he is shaking like a dog. At least he isn’t crawling. Sometimes they did that: brought in prisoners on their hands and knees as examples of their work. He is still just about standing. He isn’t screaming or moaning either. There are others all the way down the corridor doing that for him. He has made it a point of honour that he won’t call out. No matter how bad the pain he will maintain a vow of silence. The interrogator has told him that he is trained in the art of breaking down a man, stripping him to his essential components like an aircraft engine, each piece of him disassembled, reconfigured, reordered into a blueprint of the interrogator’s choosing. ‘I can play God,’ he’d said in his silky voice. ‘I can create new men: I can start them afresh. Just like Adam.’ In another part of the prison there were other brutes engaged in refashioning their version of Eve. It is ugly work. Their methods are crude. Most of them are poor mechanics. Janek’s refusal to acknowledge their effortful labour is his protection. Silence keeps him intact.

The guard shoves him through the door of cell number twelve. Something is different. The air smells cleaner somehow. He staggers inside and the door sinks shut behind him. Now he sees what they have done: the glass has been removed from the high window. The blanket has been taken from the bed. Icy air blasts through the barred portal. Outside dawn is breaking. He can see clouds, edged with rose, the morning star. He takes a deep breath. 

The door opens. ‘Face the window. Stand to attention!’ He stands. Another order is shouted at him. ‘Strip off your clothes!’ He strips. His clothes are snatched out from behind him, as if they are valuable booty. Naked, he stands before the open window. ‘You are forbidden to move!’ He remains still. He watches the sky. There are no birds. No signs of life except for the clouds. For hours he stands to attention, lost in the grey sky, waiting for release. Every so often the cell door opens and a guard comes in with a bucket of water which is hurled at his back. The cold makes his teeth chatter. His lips, ears and nose are numb. He longs to throw his arms around himself, but he knows that they will be watching from the spy-hole. They will have posted someone out there to see if he cheats. 

By the fifth hour the cold has made him desperate to urinate. He calls out to the guard asking to use the bucket in the corner of the cell. The guard shouts that he is not to move. In defiance Janek takes a single step towards the bucket. The cell door is wrenched open. Two guards rush in and grab him. One holds him under the arms from behind while the other kicks him repeatedly in the groin. He feels the breath of the guard behind him, thick and heavy and warm on his neck. The guard stops kicking. He goes over to the bucket in the corner and drags it across the cement floor, slopping its contents over the side. The bucket has not been emptied in days and the smell makes Janek want to retch. He swallows his nausea, chewing with his teeth, as if digesting a particularly tough piece of gristle.

For nine hours he stands naked, frozen, immobile. His mind roams in loops across fields and forests and lakes. At one point he is convinced he can taste mushrooms. He hears someone laughing, a girl, whose face keeps fading in and out of focus. She has pale hair and sapphire eyes, but he cannot be certain that she is a girl because sometimes she has the appearance of a horse: a white horse galloping through snow. He can feel her pulse, her animal pulse. 

‘Did you enjoy your session of winter sports?’ The interrogator is back in business again. He wears a fresh white shirt and his hair is clean. He smells of spicy cologne. Janek, who is still naked and filthy, wonders whether this form of one-upmanship is listed in the UB handbook of methods to break a man. How to dehumanize a prisoner: taunt him with your scrupulous personal hygiene. In other words: rub his face in his own shit.

‘Is that what you call it?’ The broken stool has been replaced and he is allowed to sit on this one the right way up. 

The interrogator feigns a convivial mood and his fat little hands play with a brass inkwell and blotter on the centre of his desk. He leans his head back and laughs. ‘Obviously we haven’t frozen out your sense of humour.’

‘Not yet.’ He doesn’t know why he is speaking this way because if he continues the middle-aged officer seated at the interrogator’s right will be given the nudge to begin. Maybe that is why he is sounding insolent: maybe he wants no more than to get it over with. The waiting is worse than the actual fact of a beating. Janek understands that he is already becoming accustomed to the brutality. Soon they will have to find other methods with which to torture him, or shoot him.

The interrogator toys with the inkwell. ‘Tell me the name of the woman you call your sister, the one who was the colonel’s messenger girl.’

‘I’ve told you.’

‘But you haven’t been very helpful. You haven’t told us where she lives.’

‘I don’t know where she lives.’

The nudge is given. The officer shunts his bottom out of his seat. He lifts the inkwell and blotter from the middle of the desk and places them on the edge closest to Janek. Then he takes Janek’s hands in both of his and rests them palm down on the blotter. 

‘Where does she live?’ the interrogator asks.

‘I’ve told you. I don’t know.’ 

With all the force in his slack middle-aged body, the officer slams the brass inkwell down across Janek’s fingernails. All three men watch as the blood sprays across the blotter like fine red ink.

‘Perhaps your memory has been jogged?’ The interrogator shifts his chair closer to the desk and peers into Janek’s eyes. 

Make no sound. Betray no pain. If you give them your pain, they own you. Once they have you, they have the right to snap you into pieces ready to be remade. Always remember that their object is not the truth, but conformity.

‘I don’t know where she lives.’





10

Kraków, present day

It’s hot on the train. They sit in opposing seats in the airless carriage waiting for the other passengers to board. They are a little early. Dominic insisted on leaving plenty of time to reach the central station, his anxiety betraying a lack of trust in the services of other countries. He glances out of the window and taps the heel of his foot rapidly against the floor. His belly pokes out from the tight buttons of his pink linen shirt. She can smell his sweat. He catches her glance and his face darkens. ‘Oh, come on,’ he says, as if she is responsible for the perceived slowness of the train.

‘We’re just about to leave,’ she says, settling into her usual placatory routine.

Dominic huffs and blows towards the carriage ceiling. He shifts his feet, sweaty inside his heavy sandals, giving off a ripe smell. She rises and nudges down the window. He jabs an aggrieved look at her. Her face is hot when she sits down again. She reaches into her shoulder bag and fishes out a few pages of Konrad’s film treatment. She fans her face.

‘What’s that you’ve brought?’ Dominic leans forward, his expression alert.

‘Just some reading for work.’ She pulls the pages to her chest. Dominic frowns. He crosses one foot over his knee. A wave of nausea grips her as his odour fills the carriage, thick, warm and insistent. He knows that she has just told him a lie, a small one admittedly, but a lie all the same.

‘You said you had come here to forget about work. You said the whole point of this trip was to find out more about the missing part of your family history.’ His tone is petulant.

‘That’s true. I did. You’re right.’ Quickly she slips the pages back into the envelope and shoves it into her bag. Maybe she will get a chance to read them later, when he is not feeling so needy or wounded. ‘I’m sorry.’

He glances across at her, the frown of irritation deepening across his forehead. He tries to smooth it over with a smile. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ His tone is gentle.

A rush of tears threatens to overwhelm her. She glances out of her side of the window where a family of three are hurrying to catch the train before the guard slams the doors. ‘I’m just tired.’ She rests her head against the glass. She hears him sigh, but he says nothing. The glass window jumps, jolting her, as a few moments later the doors crunch shut. The train rocks and then lurches forward. Somewhere in the pit of her stomach she feels a low, heavy pull. 

The late family elbow their way into the carriage, red-faced, dishevelled, rucksacks awry, apologizing as they look for seats together. A neat, elderly man soberly dressed in a three-piece suit stands to allow them room and then disappears further down the train, presumably in search of quiet. The family, two parents and a child of about nine, fluster with bags and books and snacks as they settle in their seats, talking in tense whispers through which she hears the flat tones of London. The little boy, who has strawberry-blond hair, patiently and wordlessly holds out a pair of skinny white arms for his mother to spread with sun cream. When she’s finished he doesn’t thank her, but scrunches up in a corner with a book entitled: Auschwitz: A Factual History. 

Dominic grumps around in his leather satchel – why does she find this endearing still, this scuffed relic from their life together? – and is soon safely engrossed in a Tom Clancy thriller. She reaches for a few pages from the package in her bag and begins to read. The train settles into a rhythmic hum. Other passengers are absorbed in magazines and subdued electronic music through earphones, which sounds like water chinking down a long metal well. After a while Dominic gives up on his book and sleeps with his hands protectively over his belly, which rises in a pregnant mound. She continues to turn the pages of the film treatment, wondering what it means to live courageously. Perhaps a life of courage is impossible without hardship, without something to pit yourself against. In ordinary living, by which she means the kind of living that she has settled for, so much has been taken care of; so much has been intricately constructed. To dismantle all this for the sake of courage seems foolish, cowardly even. It could be that she is simply tired. She recalls how during her teens and twenties she had wanted a life of courage, she had wanted to push frontiers, follow her Victorian heroines. It was part of the attraction of astronomy: she relished the company of the redoubtable women she read about: women with sensible tweed skirts, stout shoes and razor-sharp minds. In her first year at Cambridge she had been inspired by the tinkling wit and mirror-clear mind of a visiting professor of philosophy: a tiny woman in her seventies, dressed in a navy blue suit, holding the lectern with fingers as delicate as a wren’s claws, her face vivid, on fire with ideas. At the cocktail party afterwards Catherine could not take her eyes from the professor who stood near a French window, her narrow shoulders erect in the sunlight. She seemed to glow with possibility. That was the kind of woman she wanted to become. 

Dominic’s snoring breath fills the carriage, so familiar, so much part of Catherine’s own bodily rhythms it is like listening to a recording of their intimate life together. There was grace in him once, too. She wouldn’t have given herself to him so readily otherwise. There was that quality of brilliance about him, an expansiveness that she could not have found on her own. 

Their closeness was immediate; she slept with him the first night after their walk to the Bridge of Sighs. Before that at dinner she remembers that they ate steak and drank red wine and he talked indiscreetly about various Cambridge professors, finding fault with all of them, presenting them as damaged, dysfunctional and, in the case of a certain colleague whom she subsequently came to call a friend, deranged. Instead of taking Dominic’s drink-fuelled delight in condemnation as a warning that she should leave well alone, that one day she might be among the drunkenly damned, she’d felt privileged to be taken into his confidence. Dominic’s lack of inhibition was refreshing, and, she had to admit it, wicked fun. He’d charmed her into bed and the next morning when they woke to the sound of pigeons ruffling romantically on the roof of his Georgian flat, a dusty sanctuary with floorboards that sloped and parped when you stepped on them in the middle of the night, he spoke of marrying her, but in a way that she could not take seriously at the time and thought of as a prelude. It worked, nonetheless. For the first five years of living together in their semi, she waited, daily, for him to ask her properly. But he never did. Marriage was the one subject Dominic had no opinion about.

A quarter of the way into their first decade, Dominic began to lean more heavily on drink, and then, by the second quarter, he fully surrendered. She remembers the night well: a half-dozen bottles of wine shared with friends who departed after brandy, a half-bottle of whisky then a drive to the twenty-four-hour supermarket for champagne and cake – he bought, by mistake, a birthday cake, and on his return lit the complimentary candles to cover his embarrassment. By this time they were alone. He took her into his heavy arms, soaking her with his sweaty exuberance, laughing, seeking her mouth, greedy, shaking, jabbering, out of control, and then she knew: he had found another. The long years of alcoholic seduction were complete. He had found matrimony. 

Her friends told her to drag Dominic to AA. But he was not to be dragged. He remained stubbornly in situ in the semi, immovable as a stone god. As a way of coping she reached into her scientific understanding, her rationality. She read papers. She attended lectures. But she soon came to realize that this was an inadequate and utterly inappropriate response to the derailment she felt. In spite of her intellect, she discovered that she did not have resources that were deep enough. Her reserves had been called on time and time again and there was nothing left. She recalls the winter she was forced to take time off due to stress. Then she slunk into their spare room for a fortnight with a paper she was writing for the New Scientist on stellar infants 500,000 years old. After the paper was emailed to the editor she spent the next fortnight in Devon with her mother’s Irish friend Doreen huddled by her Aga in a blanket, mourning a constellation of other infants that some instinctive part of her knew would remain unborn. 

The train grinds to a halt, jerking Dominic awake. His first instinct is to look for her and his eyes when they find her appear startled, as if all her previous thoughts are written across her face. She wonders why it has become such a radical act for her to say what she thinks and feels. Maybe she lacks moral courage. Maybe it is history or convention that prevents her from saying quite simply: enough is enough. Maybe it is some deep-buried guilt. Maybe that is why she has hurriedly pushed the package deep into the recesses of her bag.

The train leaps forward again. Dominic yawns and pulls out a copy of the Sunday Telegraph from his satchel and makes a show of unfolding it and spreading its various components around on the seat. She glances over at the news section, which is dominated by the latest Downing Street turmoil about MP expenses claims, the European elections, Afghanistan. The train picks up speed. She presses her face to the window and lets her eyes slide over the medieval buildings, the honey-coloured stone radiant in the light. They leave the city and push through the suburbs, passing small red-tiled, sloping-roofed houses with washing on lines and neat rectangular fenced gardens, blazing with fire-coloured flowers. A field of horses takes off at the sight of the train, led by a grey and a chestnut galloping diagonally to the high point of a meadow, manes and tails flipping in the wind. At the top of the rise she watches the horses turn in unison and stare down the retreating enemy.

The boy opposite her reads his book of facts. His lips move with the words, and every now and then he dips his hand into a clear bag of Haribo. The sweets smell chemical and loud; they also make her feel hungry. She hadn’t been able to eat breakfast at the hotel. On the other hand, Dominic had tucked into bacon and eggs and rounds of toast and jam, urging her to eat because it would be a ‘difficult’ day. She’d felt bullied by him; her sullen response to drink coffee and leave her bowl empty and plate untouched. Now with her stomach growling, embarrassing her in the silent stickiness of the carriage, she wonders whether she ought to go and find a restaurant car where she can have a quiet sandwich on her own. The boy opposite looks up at her sharply, as if she had just asked him a question. He has a pale, freckled face, with narrow eyes, framed by blue-rimmed glasses.

‘I most want to see the death wall,’ he tells her. His mother, a rounded woman in stretchy denim leggings and floral smock, smiles indulgently. His father, wearing combats and a creased black T-shirt, engrossed in listening to music, pays no attention. ‘It’s where they executed prisoners with a bullet in the back of the head,’ the boy adds. ‘They have punishment rooms, too, and ovens where they cremated all the bodies that you can still see.’

‘You read about this in your book?’ Catherine does not want to engage with him, but no one else in the carriage seems interested in taking responsibility.

‘He loves reading,’ his mother says proudly. ‘We bought him as many books as we could about it.’ Her expression falters a little and her next words sound uncertain. ‘It’s educational, isn’t it?’

‘They have all these exhibits.’ The boy turns to the relevant page in his book and reads out a list: ‘More than eighty thousand shoes, three thousand eight hundred suitcases, forty thousand pots and pans, forty kilos of eyeglasses.’ He glances up, puzzled, and asks his mother, ‘What’s eyeglasses?’

The father turns down the volume on his music for a second and yanks himself upright. ‘Glasses, duh.’ He reaches over and playfully cuffs the side of his son’s head. ‘Like you’re wearing, duh.’ Parental duties discharged, he slumps back into stereo.

The boy fingers his blue glasses, which have a little motif of tropical fish swimming at the sides. He gives his father a hostile look before returning to his grim list. ‘Eight thousand letters and six thousand works of art.’ He gulps down some air. ‘That’s an awful lot.’ Now he appears innocent and slightly bewildered. He reaches into the bag next to him and pulls out a fistful of gummy sweets, lime and yellow and electric blue mirroring the luminous fish at his temples, and stuffs them into his mouth. He chews and stares out of the window.

Dominic stirs and yawns. 

‘I think I’ll go and get some coffee,’ she says. Dominic throws her a disgruntled look. ‘Do you want me to bring one back for you?’

He grunts. ‘Don’t you think it’s pushing it a bit expecting to find a decent restaurant car on a Polish train?’ 

The couple in the carriage laugh and even the little boy joins in. As Catherine gets up she feels the atmosphere settle into something familiar: an exasperated, we’ll just have to grin and bear it tension that she recognizes from situations when certain English strangers meet and assume a common enemy.

‘Dominic. It is the twenty-first century.’ She shoves her way past his sandals, ignoring his aghast look.

‘Really,’ he calls after her, his voice heavy with irony. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’ The other passengers laugh again. Now she can see in the reflection of the window Dominic leaning towards the boy, enquiring about his book. Feeling a sick lurch of a minor betrayal, she makes her way down the train, holding on to the sticky chrome door handles for support. At one point the train hurls itself around a corner and she falls against a window, jabbing her cheekbone on the glass. By the time she returns to the compartment with two coffees and a packet of biscuits for her queasy stomach, the hot drinks spilling on to a cardboard tray, soaking the little paper sugar tubes, she feels dishevelled, pushed and more perturbed than she ought to be.

Dominic grimaces as she hands him the soggy coffee carton. He takes a slurp and swears as he scalds his lips. He glares at her. ‘What happened to your face?’

She touches her cheekbone. The bruise feels hot under her hand. ‘I lost my balance.’

He shrugs, for some reason satisfied, and takes solace in his newspaper, folding himself into it as if he is the one who has just been injured and not she. Catherine sits down. Her cheek throbs. Openly she pulls the film treatment from her bag, wondering whether he really did believe her lie about reading for work. It would be too easy to lie to him, she realizes, because the truth is too shattering. He will not be able to comprehend what she has to tell him. Maybe, she thinks, a lie might even be the kindest thing. 

They arrive at Oswiecim Station. The boy gets up first, spilling sweets on the floor, and as they leave, she treads on one, feeling it squirm underfoot. She hopes her sandals will be comfortable enough for a day on her feet. Dominic is red-faced as they step down from the train on to the platform. A hot breeze blows around her ankles. The boy stands on the platform between his parents, who seem bewildered. He turns and waves, his face chalk-white, but animated and much less afraid than his parents. They hover anxiously, fiddling with their rucksacks, pulling them higher up their backs. 

‘Have a great day,’ the father calls out, wires from his headphones dangling round his neck, and then checks himself. ‘We might see you later,’ he adds in a lower, more sober voice.

Dominic nods and walks in the direction of the exit. Catherine wonders how he knows where to go, but then she sees that all the signs are in English as well as Polish. 

Outside the station the heat slaps her face. She reaches into her bag for a hair tie and scrunches up her hair into a tight knot and pulls it back over her ears. Dominic observes her, his eyes hard with irritation.

‘We need to take a bus now.’ He reads from the guidebook. ‘Or it’s a twenty-minute walk.’

‘Let’s walk.’ She knows that he will disagree, but she feels the need to announce her preference before it is dismissed. It feels important that he should not disregard her today.

He closes his eyes briefly and runs his hand across his heavy forehead. His pink shirt is dark with sweat. ‘No, let’s not. I’m too hot to do anything.’

She wonders for a moment whether she dares to walk away from him. He sees the hesitation in her face and it worries him. He throws her a rumpled smile. ‘I’m just not fit enough. Sorry.’

On the bus they sit with their thighs pressed against each other, both staring straight ahead, silent, absorbed in their own thoughts. Her bruised cheek aches. She wonders what mental preparations Dominic might be making, if any at all. All around them the other passengers are talking in quiet voices. Music from headphones is subdued and there is a palpable fear holding people still and tight. The family from the train are at the front. The boy refuses to sit back in his seat. He hunches forward with his hands clasped around his knees, white feet lifted clear of the dusty floor. The bus has double glass windows. Trapped inside the layers is a fly and she watches it hop up and down fizzing in irritation. The bus lurches to a halt and she is appalled to find that she does not want to leave her seat. Dominic stands up immediately and because she is still seated is forced to stand bent with the back of his thighs pressing into the seat as the other passengers get off. His face is livid as he turns on her. ‘What are you waiting for? Come on.’

They file towards the entrance which has an artificial quality, like a film set. The boy from the train reaches the gate first and reads the inscription out loud. ‘Arbeit Macht Frei.’ His father takes his arm and pulls him away. She watches them surge forward into the crowds. Every now and then she can hear the boy’s voice cut through the silence with a string of bright questions. 

‘I’ve had enough of that precocious little bastard,’ Dominic mutters as they step under the gate. So intent is he on avoiding the family of three that he collides with and almost knocks over a pair of painfully thin teenagers with rucksacks, a boy and a girl with the angel hair of Scandinavia, who hold hands as they walk through. 

‘Sorry.’ Dominic offers an apology that is accepted with serene smiles. Next under the infamous arch is an elderly couple, in cropped trousers and strong walking shoes, faces protected from the sun by white cotton hats, who quote the inscription to each other in dogged American accents. Catherine’s stomach jolts. She becomes aware that Dominic has gone on without her. Now she notices him a few paces on the other side. He lifts his camera from his satchel. ‘No.’ She tries to cover her face with her hands, but it is too late. He scowls as he puts the Canon around his neck.

‘I don’t think you should take photos.’ Her voice is shaking.

He throws her a flat smile. ‘Why on earth not?’ 

She is taken aback by his vehemence. ‘It doesn’t seem appropriate.’ She wants to add that she thinks it is disrespectful, but does not want to antagonize him further. The small rage that she had felt brewing on the train is now threatening to boil over. 

He looks at her and the light in his eye is hard and bitter. ‘This’ – he points to the camera and then the gateway, his mouth curled into a sneer – ‘is the whole point of being here.’ His voice trembles with emotion and she feels a pulse of fear. She has never seen him so choked with outrage. ‘You have no idea.’ 

‘Perhaps I’m being over-sensitive,’ she tries, noticing that other people are stopping to take photographs. 

He shoves the lens cap on the camera. ‘Perhaps,’ he snaps, ‘I shouldn’t let your naivety ruin my day.’

The American couple glance at them. Now that his anger has surfaced she knows from experience that he needs time to let it find its own level. ‘Please, Dominic, let’s drop it,’ she says, keeping her voice neutral, her heart thumping. ‘Let’s just go in.’ 

He exhales and pulls a white linen handkerchief out of his trouser pocket and mops his beetroot-coloured face. He compresses his lips and then strides on towards the queue waiting for the cinema. Stunned, she watches his bulky figure push through the polite crowd. 

The cinema is hot and crowded and smells of sun cream and scented fabric conditioner, eye-wateringly sanitized. Catherine cannot help but compare the clean clothes billowing with overfed health surrounding her with the images of striped camp uniform, the filthy stick limbs, the stripped desperation flickering in black and white on the screen before her. The crowd watches dutifully. There is a sensation of being in church. Next to her is the old man who gave up his seat to the family on the train. He stands erect in his suit, his eyes weeping quiet tears. As the film ends, he bows his head. The crowd begins to disperse. A few people yawn and cover their mouths with their hands. 

Dominic sidles over, takes her arm and whispers, ‘Sorry I was tetchy earlier.’ He deposits a kiss on her neck below her ear and she tries not to flinch. She tries to smile and forgive in return; it was something minor, a misunderstanding, but her respect for him is fading, and it frightens her, to feel how quickly her contempt is building, like very thin layers of ice.

They leave the darkness, and come out into the light blinking, teary and dazzled. The camp’s surrounds now seem to her too bright: birds are singing and there are even butterflies flitting around the strimmed grass verges where gardeners are at work pulling weeds. There’s a smell of cut grass on the hot breeze and the sweet note of someone’s everyday perfume. Some children are walking around eating.

Dominic drapes a damp arm over her shoulder. He looks into her face and brings his coarse thumb up to her cheekbone, as if checking a child for playground damage. ‘How is it?’

His concern is worse than his anger. She shrugs him off. ‘It’s fine.’ His question seems grotesque.

Dominic removes his arm and they walk separately along a path leading to a barrack, and again she has the feeling of being on some sort of stage. They hover in front of the wooden building. ‘Are you all right about this? Shall we go in?’ he asks, failing to disguise the hint of impatience in his voice.

She doesn’t respond. She is looking at the dark entrance and feeling utterly numb. He grunts and moves on past her, bumping her with his shoulder, deliberately she thinks. The small flare of irritation unfreezes her and she follows him inside. 

The barrack is packed with subdued tourists. Sandals and trainers scrape on invisible grit as they shuffle past grim tiered bunks, which remind her of farmyard stalls. After the blazing heat outside, the air feels damp and chill. People are coughing. Someone sneezes. There is a rustle of bags and pull of zips as people reach for fleeces. Catherine feels her head swim as a terrible tiredness sweeps through her, but naturally there is nowhere to sit down or rest. She and Dominic have separated. Every now and then she catches sight of his vigorous grey head, like a senior judge, seated above an obsequious crowd. His shirt is a pink egg and moves in that effortful way of his, as if he were pushing his body uphill from behind. His head whips round as he locates her.

Dominic comes over and brushes against her, bumping her body, needing to touch her, and then he moves off again to look at something else. She remembers the walk in the garden with Konrad. Its intimacy now seems stolen from another life. She wishes now that she had answered the phone the second time. The space around her squeezes shut. Her chest is tight. She staggers on through another airless cell and with each step feels her hope begin to crash.

Dominic stands looking at a collection of suitcases, all in various shades of brown, like different gradations of soil: some are scuffed and scratched, others stiff, almost new-looking with neat handles and gleaming brass corners. Some of them are marked with initials or names. She stands next to him. She can feel the swampy warmth of his body, the heave of his breath. He touches her arm. ‘My God,’ he says. ‘I don’t know how much more of this I can take.’

She now feels the weight of his disappointment in his own lack of courage, which, she realizes, has always manifested itself as a kind of grief. The part of her that is still connected to him feels a pulse of compassion; she recognizes that he is at the beginning of his mourning for her. She decides that she will be kind; her break with him will be clean. It will be quick. It will free them both. 

She moves on past the terrible rubble of history, impatient now to return and begin the conversation they must have. At the same time it appals her that she should be so self-absorbed in such a place. Here deprivation occurred beyond anything she or Dominic could imagine, here human suffering reached its peak, here life as she and ordinary people know it was made void; here people were obliterated, stripped of identity, broken. Here people were refused humanity.

She tries to slow down and take in the mounds of shoes, the spectacles, clothing and human hair, but the volume of despair begins to press in on her. Swiftly she passes into the next area, aware that she has left Dominic behind. Now she pauses at the displays of art, drawn by the collection of letters, some ornamented with drawings: a pot of red tulips on a windowsill, in the background a view of snowy hills under a pointillist Milky Way. Pink and blue curtains, suggesting a little girl’s bedroom. The image, more than anything she has seen so far, squeezes at her heart. She moves on to the next drawing: a haunting etching of a concert given by a skeletal pianist, his head a skull as he plays in a cell with bare floorboards, shadow fingers creeping up on him like some ghastly, monstrous hand. The only light in the drawing is the clear page of music. The next drawing is of two figures lying on a bunk titled: Death of Hunger. Small feather, black ink 53 x 40 cm. A plate carved in wood captures her attention next, its rose relief delicate and touching, trefoil leaves immaculate as pastry leaves on an apple pie. And then, a final drawing: Flowers in the Snow. Small feather, Indian ink. Cardboard. It shows two children, a boy and a girl, no more than two years old, slumped dead in the snowy cold. She stands transfixed before it. So absorbed is she by the drawing that she does not hear Dominic come up behind her. She jumps at the touch of his lips on her neck. ‘Had enough?’ he asks. His face is quiet and still, all anger spent. He does not notice that she is crying.

After lunch in a café some distance away from the camp they go for a walk. Down a quiet wooded lane they find a small lake set in a copse of swaying birch and elm, an emerald jewel, and for a moment they are both stunned by the ephemeral beauty of the place, as if it is an illusion that will soon be whipped away from them and replaced by something else, something terrible, brutal and crude. They sit down by the water’s edge and wordlessly remove their sandals. When Catherine immerses her white foot she is shocked to find the water icy cold and gasps out loud. Dominic rolls his trousers up to his knees and wades into deeper water. He holds his trousers by the corners and looks at her with the first warmth she has seen since he arrived. ‘I love this.’

She nods encouragement, hoping it will quiet the babble in her mind. They have never been the kind of couple who talk animatedly about their personal discoveries or epiphanies after visits to museums or galleries and so his recovery, if that is the right word, is unsurprising, but it still disturbs her to see him so ready to move on to the next part of the day. Without, it seems, acknowledgement of what happened to millions who died because they happened to be born Jewish. He had once speculated that his own family may have been Jewish, but he never pursued it. The past held no interest for him, perhaps, she now understands, because even the present is too much for him.

‘I love it because it makes me feel eight years old again.’ He lifts a foot and scoops water in a glistening arc to splash her. She obliges with an outraged shriek and pats at her spattered clothes. The river water smells of old caves. A pair of dragonflies, glamorous in slim-fitting jackets of malachite green and jet, glide across the water like a pair of tango dancers, joined in mid-mate. Dominic notes them fondly as if he had conjured them especially to make his point about rivers, which is, he tells her gleefully, that they are wedded to movement. 

Wedded. She lets the word hang in the thick air unremarked for a moment. He watches her, anticipating a response. This is the moment, she realizes. She sees Dominic push his hair out of his eyes with both hands, like a boy coming up after a long underwater swim, and then lightly get down on one knee. The green water swirls up around him soaking his trousers to the waist. ‘Catherine . . .’ His eyes are imploring. At the spectacle which seems to her both proposal and baptism she brings her hands up to her mouth in horror, and simultaneously sees his expression give way to alarm, pulling him upright again. A pair of ducks flashes past him with warning cackles. Unmoved, he stands in the water with his head down, staring at his own shattered reflection.

She retreats to the bank and pulls on her sandals. Her heart is beating so hard it feels it could injure itself on her ribs. Dominic remains in the water. She thinks he may be crying. She averts her eyes. If she looks at him, he will sense her betrayal, and she does not want to do this to him, not here, not now. Not yet.

She moves from the water’s edge. Further along the bank is a bell-shaped tree and she is suddenly drawn to it, compelled to discover what is hidden beneath its skirts which hang ankle-length to the grass, fractionally longer than the other trees grouped with it in a dense hedge of green. It is slightly lopsided at its crown, fuller on the left side, its branches swaying. Some of the tips on the leaves have a yellow tinge of autumn, always the time of year when she feels most alive. She thinks of the photograph that had attracted Konrad. Perhaps if she hadn’t been photographed by Dominic on that warm autumn day none of this would have happened. It might not have been this way.

Underneath the tree there is a chapel quiet. She stands upright and drinks it in, feels her breathing slow; her mind still wanders, though, images and thoughts tugging her attention this way and that, like a scuttle of leaves along a pavement chasing each other. She gazes up. There never is enough time for proper noticing, not like this, not with Dominic, and that is what she most yearns for: time to see, time to observe, time to feel. She stretches her hand out to the tree. Its body feels warm and is a soft seal grey, growing steadily lighter as it flows upward, dividing into two arms just above her head. She notices the bark has age spots, discolorations, freckles, bruises and scars just like human skin. She imagines staying with the tree, bedding down under its dark bell to wait for the stars and then in the morning waking under its green, avid growth. She would like to come here again. But not like this.

‘We’ve missed the last bus.’ Dominic glances up from the guidebook open in the crook of his knees as she returns to the lake. ‘We’ll have to spend the night.’ He catches the shock on her face. ‘What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Surely we can get a taxi back?’ Her voice wobbles with fear.

He snaps the book shut and regards her through tight lips. His shoulders come up as he exhales his indignation. ‘Oh, Catherine.’

The taxi driver overcharges them and Dominic argues with him, his body pressed against the side of the vehicle as if the driver were trying to make a break for it without paying. She hovers on the narrow kerb outside the hotel, unsure of how to deal with this, embarrassed at the way Dominic is raising his voice. The driver, a short Polish man in his fifties with a tight-skinned face and pointy razor-sharp teeth, spits his insistence in response to Dominic’s huffy demands that he should take the zloty notes, limp, exhausted prayer flags, flapped in his face. She reads disbelief in the driver’s eyes, and then resignation and then in a final flash a contemptuous pride as he yanks the car forward, causing Dominic to fall back on to the kerb. He picks himself up and whacks the back of his trousers, his top lip curled cartoonishly. ‘Bastard.’ He shoves the crumpled money into his pocket and throws another baleful glare in the direction of the retreating car. ‘Cunt.’

‘But you didn’t have to pay him anything. That taxi ride cost you nothing.’ The words fly out, almost stinging her. She is aghast at her lack of caution. This argument is for, what it is always for: the need for an antagonist. Her breath tightens; her chest feels made of hard wood. Now it will start.

He storms in to the hotel. His trousers are still wet and caked in dirt. It looks as if he has soiled himself. She knows that he cannot resist the claw of drink and leaves him slumped in his seat in the bar. Upstairs in the room she takes a hot shower. She recalls the morning. She stood here, in this exact spot, this square of plastic, but she was a different woman then. Now she feels . . . she doesn’t know what she feels, there isn’t a name for this feeling or this combination of feelings, but if she were to try to express it she would say that she is experiencing an extreme form of dread. It occurs to her that Dominic may even try to kill her. 

She steps out of the shower and wraps herself in a towelling robe. She is shivering. She paces up and down and tries to compose her thoughts. She is being melodramatic. He may have drunk out his rage; it may not be as bad as she thinks. She goes to the mini bar and drinks in quick succession, for courage, two little bottles of brandy.

He comes up two hours later. His breath is heavy, laboured, his body lathered in sweat as if he has been shifting furniture. The quick, hard light in his eyes frightens her. He brings his hand up as she opens the door to him and she flinches. He has never hit her and she wonders why she believes he is going to start now. His clammy fingers reach for her cheek and squeeze it. ‘Are you feeling any better?’ he asks and then falls against her chest. She pushes him upright.

‘Come on, Dominic.’

‘What do you mean, come on? I’m just trying to get in the fucking room. Just give me a bit of space, fat bastard that I am.’ He laughs. Spittle flies into her face. ‘Sorry,’ he says, leering at her. ‘Sorry for being such a bastard. No, sorry for being such a drunk fucking bastard who can’t control himself.’

‘Come on.’

‘Why do you keep saying the same thing? Come on, come on.’ His eyes glitter as he mimics her voice. ‘Why are you so boring?’ He parrots her laugh.

‘I don’t know, Dominic.’ Hatred flares in her stomach. She is shocked to find herself wishing for a knife, a sharp knife. Maybe it is I who will kill him, she thinks.

‘You know what, you do know.’ He shoves her aside and almost falls into the room. ‘You know what’s going on, whereas I, I don’t have a fucking clue.’ He hovers by the mirror and looks at his huge blooming face. ‘What an ugly bastard I am. What an old, used-up, ruined waste of time. I had it once,’ he mocks himself. ‘I was someone, once.’

‘Dominic, please, don’t do this.’ 

‘Don’t order me about. I’m sick of you ordering me about,’ he continues, staring mournfully in the mirror. ‘I don’t care about you any more. I’ve had enough of this, you make me sick.’ His shoulders slump as he leans forward and almost touches the glass with his lips. She realizes that it is himself he is addressing, not her. 

She listens to him admonish himself and feels despair wash over her. She knows that whatever she says he will not hear; there is only the mad music in his head. She goes into the bathroom and slides the door closed. From the bedroom she can hear the sound of agonized sobs. She puts her hands over her ears and rocks herself back and forth.

She wonders as she walks in the Planty an hour or so later to calm her mind what it means to say that you are close to someone. When someone strips themselves bare, when they let you see what terrifies them – is that intimacy? Overhead, the trees shiver with birds in anxious, twittering preparations for sleep. In the sky she notes the semicircle of Corona Borealis and within it a star of sixth magnitude that shines steadily for months, sometimes years on end, but then disappears from view, as if it has dropped from the sky. Exactly why this happens has puzzled astronomers for years. All that she knows is that the star R CrB throws out a shawl of material when it fades that hides it from view. It does not really disappear. Over time the shawl dissolves and the star is revealed in its full brightness again. 

The night air feels cool on her arms. She is glad not to have a cardigan or jacket with her, to be without encumbrance. She walks down the darkening avenues. There is no one around. She continues walking until she comes to the statue of Copernicus where she stands for a moment, pressing her head to the bronze, which still holds the day’s warmth.

After ten minutes she arrives on ulica Kopernika. Simply reading the street sign causes her stomach to roll over and her teeth to chatter. The street is deserted. She shivers and rubs her hands down her arms. No open cafés where she could order a hot coffee or brace herself for what she is about to do. She slows her pace and looks up at the apartments where curtains ripple and lights shine through open balcony doors. She hears voices and the sound of televisions. The air smells of rotting garbage and drains. The pavements are so narrow, she has to step into the road to avoid the parked cars that have been driven up over the kerbs and are packed close together. One rusted estate car has a cardboard coffin lying in the back, battered and unrealistic, like a stagey home-made prop. An old man out walking a dog lets his pet cock its leg against the hubcap in what seems like a nightly ritual. He glances at her and mutters some words in Polish that she does not understand.

She shudders and turns to go back to the hotel. She has already decided that she will ask the concierge for another room. The thought makes her hesitate. If she is not going to share a room with him, then she need not immediately return. She can keep going. 

She walks briskly down the street, looking at the apartments, thinking that she will know by some instinct which one is his, but they flit past her in a blur. Then just near the end of the row, she finds what she is looking for. He doesn’t notice her at first. He leans on the railing of a peeling wrought-iron balcony, right up in the corner, with his back stretched, one hand under his chin. His other hand dangles over the railing and inside his fingers she catches the glow of a cigarette. Her throat closes over as she watches him take a last smoke and then flick the still burning end down to the street where it lands a few paces to her left. She watches it burn itself out and then calls up to him.

Inside the apartment the smell of fresh coffee makes her head swim. He puts the tips of his fingers on her shoulders and looks at her, his face troubled as he notices the pulsing bruise on her cheek. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come.’ Then he goes to the kitchen where he pours her coffee into a white mug. He presses it into her hands and guides her to a sofa, strewn with old velvet cushions. His socks lie on one of the cushions and he reaches over her and delicately peels them off and puts them on the floor. The wall behind the sofa is fitted with shelves lined with old books. She peers at the spines glowing in the lamplight in shades of sienna, russet and sand. ‘Left over from the war,’ Konrad tells her. 

Cradling her coffee, she takes a closer look. Emily Brontë, Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, George Eliot. The familiar names surprise her. She looks up at him. ‘I thought your aunt taught history. These are English novels.’

‘Her history books are over there.’ He indicates a dark bookcase packed with volumes in the far corner. ‘But she was very proud of this collection.’ 

Catherine feels her stomach flip. It is beautiful the way he hasn’t asked why she is there. ‘I didn’t know that she spoke English. She just seems so very Polish in your story.’ She hesitates. ‘I can call it a story, even though it is true?’

He takes her hand. ‘Yes, you can call it a story.’ Gently he leads her away from the sofa and over to the fireplace. There is a gilt mirror hanging over the mantelpiece. She looks at their reflections. Both tall. Both pale. Both handsome rather than attractive. We look sane, she thinks. At the same time an image of Dominic’s broken hope superimposes itself on her thoughts. Shuddering slightly, she pulls her hand from Konrad’s. His eyes remain mild, drawn to a photograph on the mantelpiece. It is clear that he wants her to look at it too.

‘I took this just before Janek died.’ He lifts the photograph from its place on the mantelpiece and hands it to her.

She stares at the glass. The man in the photograph stares back at her. He is thinner in the face than she remembered from the time she met him in Brighton, but he is still wearing the same loose gold watch. His hair has receded to two smudges on either side of his temples, but his eyes have a brightness and alertness. He looks into the camera as if there is something important he has to say. Behind him, a cobalt cloudless sky stretches into the distance. 

‘We went for a drive to the mountains that day.’ Konrad pauses. ‘Janek had been ill with a chest infection after Krystyna died and this was the first day he felt well enough to go out. On the drive over, he talked a little about the war and then he asked me to do something for him. He knew that he wasn’t going to make it through another winter, and so he asked me to find you. He wanted me to tell you that he wished he had earned the right to call himself your father. He was sorry that it had never happened.’

She nods and glances at the photograph in her hands. ‘He died two days later,’ Konrad says. Her tears splash on to the glass. ‘I’d like you to keep it.’

The apartment feels warm. She looks around at the elegant antique furniture, the dining table covered with papers and a laptop, the rugs heaped with boxes of old photographs and tins containing the relics of the past.

Konrad follows her gaze. ‘I’m in the process of sorting it all out. I’m trying to put her things into one pile and his into another. I’ve found some things for you, like his airline ticket back to Poland in 1989 and a newspaper article about the visit of Pope John Paul II to Kraków.’ He hesitates as he reaches into a box marked video and pulls out a cassette. He goes over to an old-fashioned television in the corner of the room and slots the film into the VCR.

The screen jumps with static and she hears the sound of a man speaking in Polish before the image clears. A tall elderly woman with long grey hair walks through an avenue of trees that Catherine recognizes immediately as the Planty. The woman is laughing and fanning the air with her hands as if lifting an invisible crinoline. The man behind the camera laughs. He says something to the woman who glides over to the nearest bench and sits down. Sunlight falls on to her face. The man says something very softly and the woman looks startled. She turns her head directly towards the camera; her eyes are clouded topaz. She smiles. A great peace seems to come over her. She folds her hands into her lap and once more lifts her chin to the sun. The film suddenly freezes and then it stops.

‘That was my father talking to her, wasn’t it?’

‘He took that on her eightieth birthday,’ Konrad says. He comes over to her and takes both her hands. His touch is warm and tender. ‘You probably guessed that he told her that he loved her and should have married her. In another life he would have done so.’ 

Catherine’s chest aches. She longs to get down on her knees and look through everything Konrad has gathered together, but the present is still there, holding her back, like a glass screen.

Konrad’s grey eyes wash over her. ‘I’ve missed you.’

‘I’ve missed you, too.’ They look at each other. 

‘Can you stay?’

‘No.’

‘Dominic?’ The name drops from his lips.

‘Yes.’ There is nothing that she can add that will explain how she feels. It is as if Dominic’s visit has posed a question. He is a riddle only she can solve.

‘I could arrange a duel.’ He smiles at her and then takes her arm and turns her towards the shelf of books. ‘Why don’t you choose one at random, see what comes up?’

She frowns, not really understanding. He turns his back while she scans the shelf, wondering which book to pick. ‘I don’t know that he would agree to a duel.’ She pulls down a copy of Northanger Abbey and flicks through the tissue-thin pages with her thumb.

‘Well, we could just have a brawl in the square.’ He runs the tip of his finger down her bare arm then leans his head on her shoulder and looks down at the pages. ‘Spot anything?’

‘No, what am I supposed to be looking for?’

‘A secret code.’ His voice is lazy.

‘You’re joking?’

‘No, I’m not. They used novels in the war to send messages to prisoners. I’ve always suspected there might be a code in this collection, but I’ve never looked.’

‘I don’t believe you. How could you resist?’

‘Have you chosen your book yet?’ His tone is mock severe.

‘Anyway, he isn’t fit enough to fight you.’ She replaces Northanger Abbey and pulls out a copy of Great Expectations and flicks through the pages, remembering when she had read the novel at school. ‘I can’t see anything. It’s a no, I’m afraid.’

‘You mean I’d win too easily.’ Konrad breathes steadily at her shoulder.

Laughter bubbles in her throat. ‘I mean: no code!’

‘I could take him out for a beer then, explain the situation.’

She pauses, the copy of Wuthering Heights fluttering in her hand, for there on page forty-three are faint pencil dots over a dozen or more letters. She hears Konrad catch his breath.

‘Oh, my God.’

His arm encircles her and together they carry the book to the sofa where they sit and write out the letters. 

‘S A B O T A G E.’ He spells out the first word and looks at her, triumphant. ‘You know it’s given me an idea. Maybe I could find a way to trip Dominic up in the street, scare him in some way so that he has to go home.’

‘Don’t joke.’ She pushes closer to him and peers down at the page. ‘What’s the next word?’

But he does not reply. Instead he kisses her full on the mouth and runs his fingers under the back of her hair and lifts it. She feels a tingling at the base of her neck and a softening down through her body. 

He pulls away. She catches her breath. ‘P R I N C I P L E D  R E S I S T A N C E,’ he says.

‘You’re joking.’

He grins at her. ‘No, I’m not. Look. Read it for yourself.’

She studies the dots and leans forward to write down the letters on the paper on the low table. She ought to be making plans to leave. But the thought of returning to the hotel seems impossible. If she stayed, if she stayed, she could talk to Dominic in the morning when he was sober. She could explain. It need not be unpleasant. They were all three intelligent adults. Konrad’s jokes of duels and sabotage were intended to ridicule the whole process of leaving someone for someone else, and rightly so. It was ridiculous, ludicrous to feel so bound to something that had long ago burned out. She turns to Konrad. ‘I’m not going to go back to the hotel tonight.’ 

He holds her hand. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I have never been so sure of anything in my life.’

Now it is her turn to kiss him with laughter on her lips. When she pulls away she sees by the look in his eyes that she has made the right decision. 
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Kraków, March 1940

Krystyna arrived at Kraków Station just before dark. A chill fog billowed around the station lamps, sulphur light shrouding the passengers stepping off the train. They were mostly older Poles from the country who gathered on the platform in quiet, brown huddles, suitcases clamped close to their sides. They walked along the platform with their eyes averted. No one lingered to smoke or talk. They kept their mouths clamped; only the white breath pouring from their nostrils betrayed their fear. 

Krystyna recalled how different it had been the last time she had visited Kraków. Then, she’d been intoxicated by the relaxed exuberance and grace, the women dressed in jackets with nipped-in waists, neat gloves, round heels; the smell of French perfume mingling with exotic, hot, oily fumes of the trains. As her father helped her down from the train, taking her hand in his and smiling up at her so that she felt like a proper lady, a flock of pigeons had flown around them almost in celebration of their arrival. 

She was ten and the trip to Kraków was the first time she had travelled alone with her father. Irena had not wanted to come; there was gardening to be done at the dwór, an excuse that fooled neither Krystyna nor her father. They employed gardeners, of course. But there was something mistrustful in Irena’s nature – her father called it highly strung – that compelled her, basket in hand, to spend
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