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Note on Source for The Snow Hare




Lena sees the girl far off on the steppe, running towards the horizon where a red sun is sinking. Her elbows jab the air as if to break it. Dust flies up from her heels as she runs.


Lena can’t take her eyes from this girl. She’s tiny, the child, she shouldn’t be out there alone.


‘Wait!’ Lena shouts to her. ‘Please wait, I’ve something to say to you.’


But the girl keeps on, running towards the departing sun.




England


A figure is moving in the shadows of Lena’s bedroom.


There’s a rustling sound, a ripping of plastic. A woman is speaking, the voice telling her something is here now to ease the pain, to help her sleep.


Her right arm is turned, her inner elbow padded with soft fingertips. ‘Just a sharp scratch, Magdalena, then a good rest.’


A door closes softly. Lena opens her eyes and sees the familiar pale walls of her bedroom, the pine wardrobe standing where it’s been since the day she and her husband and JoJo moved in. She sees the stretch of her legs beneath the bedcovers, a tented hillock of toes.


What is it she has to say to the girl?


Lena turns her face towards the window where rain is smacking the glass. The sky outside has that sullen air, the sort of weather that knows itself unloved. Which is perhaps why a wind is bullying the cherry tree in the centre of the lawn, howling and hurling branches onto the grass. Never mind, that tree was always a puny, ridiculous thing. Her husband’s idea. She scans the back fence, the yew, the patch of concrete they learned in time to call a patio. The blackbird won’t be out, not in this weather.


Lena turns from the window and reaches for the piece of amber she keeps on the bedside table. How snugly it fits in the scoop of her palm these days. She presses it to her throat, rubbing the place where the malignancy grows. Her head slides back against the pillow and the bedroom recedes. There is something she needs to say to the girl. Her eyelids close. Her thoughts swirl with the howl of the unloved wind.




‘But you need wind.’


Who’s saying this? The girl?


No, it’s Ala. Ala is speaking to her. Her sister is saying, ‘Ulka told me. But it can’t be any old June breeze. It’s got to be a south-westerly, and a strong one, otherwise they’ll end up elsewhere. And they have to come here, they simply have to.’


Where is Ala saying all this?


The geranium pots.


Really?


Yes, Ala is teetering between Papa’s rows of red and pink geraniums in a slit of sunlight at the sitting-room window. She’s sucking on her plait ends and pressing her nose against the glass to stare down the deserted lane.


And she, Lena, where’s she?


There’s a godawful smell – a reek of hot fat and bone – she must be at the hearth, boiling up a rabbit’s head in a pot over the coals in the interests of science.


‘Who won’t come here?’ she says, taking her tongs to prod an ear back under the churning water.


‘The gypsies, stupid. Ulka says they only travel on south-westerlies. And if they don’t come I’ll never get them.’


‘Get what?’


‘Are you a complete and utter idiot, twig? My life’s fortunes.’


It’s entirely unintended, the hoot that comes out of Lena.


Ala glares.


‘Sorry.’


Because both Papa and Ulka have said she’s not to laugh at Ala. This has been mentioned on separate occasions, and repeated, so undoubtedly there’s strong feeling in the household about it. Lena focuses on pinching an ear with the tongs, professional autopsy instruments that she’s unwrapped even though it’s not yet her birthday, and that are proving most satisfactory; steel-sprung with a pleasing snapping action. It only takes the slightest tug for the skin to peel away from the skull. From under the settee, a damp nose appears, followed by orange eyes, gleaming with antici­pation, then the rest of Ivan Pavlov scrabbles out.


‘Sit, Pav. Be a good boy. Look at the skin, Pav, good boy. Concentrate on the lovely smell of boiled rabbit.’


The dog’s tail beats on the rug. If Lena’s hypothesis is correct, saliva should begin to leak from his mouth. These emissions should be more plentiful for the familiar-smelling rabbit than for the mole she boiled yesterday. She may send the results to Moscow for the behaviourists to add to their research. Scientific progress depends on collaborative principles.


‘You stink of rotting flesh, twig.’ Ala’s plaits go flying as she turns, tutting, back to her vigil. She bangs on the window and waves at Ulrich, leading his cows down the lane for milking.


Sunday brings the first confirmed sightings of the south-westerly wind in Lena’s town. Three hundred people witness a breeze licking Father Gorski’s skirts on the steps of St Lukasz’s after Mass.


Two days later Ulrich rolls the week’s milk churn to their doorstep, shaking his fist at the sky as he goes. This is all born of a storm in the Carpathians, he mutters. It is making his heifers cry. Only storms from the Ukraine do that.


By Thursday forked lightning strikes the old quarter. The air cracks to an unseen whip. In the convent schoolyard Lena’s friends lift the flaps of their blazers and grow wings.


‘Rumour has it they’re directly overhead.’ This is what Widow Manowska tells Ala and Lena when they are blown into the baker’s on an errand for Ulka.


‘You mean they’re here?’ Ala clutches Lena’s arm. ‘Above us right now?’


Widow Manowska takes Ulka’s list. Casting an eye to the rattling windows and the black clouds scudding over the roofs, she crosses herself. ‘I didn’t think they’d return so soon. I was heavy with child when they last came to town.’


‘You’ve seen them before?’ Ala whispers. ‘And did they give you your fortunes?’


Mrs Manowska leans close. ‘Every one of them.’


‘Go fuck yourselves!’ Adam Manowska shouts, so Lena jumps. He’s crouched like a baboon on a heap of sacks in the shop corner. Mama says when Lena and Adam were toddlers they would sit inside these sacks for hours playing bakers. They would emerge giggling, covered in dust. ‘Fuck you all.’


‘Hi, Adam,’ Lena says. ‘Nice to see you.’


Mrs Manowska sighs. She loads the girls’ basket with rye loaves and caraway rolls. She reaches into a drawer under the counter and throws in a handful of wrapped cream fudge. ‘Make sure one or two survive for your father.’


Lena opens the bakery door and steps out onto the street with the basket, lowering her head, her eyes scrunched against the whip of the wind. ‘Will you goddamn come on!’ she shouts to Ala, hanging back in the entrance, watching Mrs Manowska unwrap a fudge for her son.


‘Mrs Manowska,’ Ala says, ‘did they tell you when you were pregnant that—’


‘They told me everything, child.’


‘And do you really truly think they’re here?’


Mrs Manowska shrugs. ‘They have the south-westerly behind them, they’ll land by morning if their course is set straight.’


Tired of waiting, Lena tucks her chin into her jacket and sets off up the cobbles, leaning into a grey wall of air.


All Friday morning, Ulka scowls at the sky. After lunch she curses and knots her apron and climbs the ladder to the roof to secure the guttering.


‘It may be I saw a hint of cape,’ Ulka tells Ala on returning to earth and regaining her breath. She takes up apron corners to pat her cheeks dry.


‘A cape?’


‘It may be.’


‘Oh, Ulka, do you think that—’


‘Beneath their flying capes the gypsies keep their tents and cara­vans and their dancing bears? It may be so.’


Lena snorts and Ulka turns to shrink her with a stare.


‘They have dancing bears?’ Ala spins round and round and claps her hands.


‘It may be so. Although I was told it’s the blackest clouds you want to keep an eye on. Behind these clouds lie the gypsies’ sacks. It’s said these sacks contain the world’s sorrowful histor­ies. That’s why it takes such a wind to drag them along.’


Lena swipes the head off a white rose. ‘Ridiculous.’


Ala stops spinning, hovering on one foot. ‘But, Ulka, what happens if the gypsies’ sacks get spilled?’


Ulka narrows her eyes. ‘I think you can work that out as well as I.’


Lena is on her bed. It’s now Saturday, the 16th of June to be precise, and the wind has vanished from town. She’s unwrapped her medical encyclopaedia and has all afternoon to read it. But Ala’s here, dancing about in the doorway, saying she must come with her and come now, and somehow she always ends up doing what Ala wants. It’s ridiculous, she has her own brain in her head, and functioning vocal cords to form the words ‘go away’, but here she is, tagging along downstairs and into the conservatory where their mother’s resting, her face gabled by song sheets.


Ala is standing in front of the daybed, blocking the light from the garden doors and is stamping her foot, saying, ‘Mama, we simply must go right now. Francesca went this morning. All my friends are going. It’s already two o’clock. And it is Lena’s birthday.’ Ala elbows her.


‘It is my birthday, Mama.’


At last she is sixteen. Admittedly not much can be done with this fact itself, but one more step has been taken. Now it’s only nine years until she’ll be a qualified doctor. Which is only three thousand two hundred and eighty-seven days, taking leap years into account. The medical encyclopaedia has five hundred and thirty pages with an average of three ailments to a page. If she’s to be ready to practise by the time she’s twenty-five there’s really no time to lose.


A sheet of cantatas lifts and Mama peeps out. ‘Mother of God, it’s hot today.’


‘Please, Mama, everyone’s going, simply everyone.’


Behind the girls, by the open doors to the lawn, the potted palms begin to rustle and snigger. Ala glares at them then returns to business.


‘Mama, please.’


‘We are not everyone, Ala, my darling.’


Lena considers her mother on the daybed in her white smock, her hair – Ala’s hair really – splayed all bushy and gold. ‘You look like you’re laid out at the morgue.’


‘The things this child says!’


‘Mama,’ Ala says, ‘no one in their right mind would miss it.’


The palms whisper, ‘I’ll give you odds of a hundred to one against that.’


‘And I’ll kill you, Romek, if you don’t shut up. With these hands I will.’


Mama’s cantatas slip to the floor. ‘Blessed Mother, this family! Romus´, my darling boy, you really are too close to the draught over there, you know what Doctor Janucek says. I tell you it’s too bad of your father to be away so much when I have my recital season upon me. What about the standards of his own children’s education? Listen to your mama, girls, under no circumstances are you to marry school inspectors, they are no better suited to marriage than travelling peddlers, if I’d have only known when he limped into the convent that . . .’


The conservatory door swings wide. It’s Ulka with honeyed tea for Mama’s throat after all those encores in the town hall last night. Ivan Pavlov is lurking in her skirts where he believes he can’t be seen. Ulka says the dog thinks himself far cleverer than he actually is, so Lena will test his intelligence this summer using Ulrich’s sheepdog for a comparative study.


Mama raises herself to take her tea and Ala moves to deploy the hair, flinging her plaits about, so Mama can’t help but smile at all this flying gold.


‘Please, Mama, even Pavlov wants to go.’


‘Mother of God, what a name for a dog.’ Mama’s hand flaps at the nose snorting along the daybed for crumbs. ‘Ulka, what to do with these girls?’


Ulka folds her arms on her belly and dispenses one of her looks towards Ala and Lena, before turning it to silence Romek in the palms. She bends to Mama’s ear.


‘Thank you, Ulka darling. Not your best shoes, girls, stay together in the forest and be back by six for Lena’s birthday cele­brations.’


Mama’s eyes close and she begins to hum. Ala and Lena kiss her on each cheek and race from the room.




She is running. Running after the girl but the steppe never ends.


Brown dust coats her eyeballs and sticks to her teeth. It rides on her breath into the depths of her lungs. Lena runs until her legs turn to lead and she stumbles, scouring the empty land to the horizon.


Heat vibrates the air around her. And on the heat a scent is rising; a scent too pungent for this parched land. It is a smell of cut pine and bleeding resin, it is forest soil after rain.


Blood beats in her ears. It roars through her skull.


A whisper slides up against her: ‘I’ve a question for you, Magdalena.’


She spins round, barely daring to breathe, blood rushing from her head. Perhaps this time. This will be the time—


‘Do you think it would have made a difference to your own fortune if you hadn’t gone with Ala to see the gypsies that day?’


She spins and spins again but she can’t see the form of him anywhere.


‘Well, Magdalena, what do you think?’


How to name this desire to bring to life each scrap and flake of him? To conjure a thumb’s split nail, resurrect the thinnest of hairs on an arm? The need is here in her stretched and seeking fingers; a yearning to recreate the curve of a shoulder so she may scrape her knuckles against a clavicle ridge, so her thumbs might take their rest in the hollow at the base of a stubbled throat. It is an ache that has never left her.


‘Grigori?’ Blood floods to her heart as if it might drown her. ‘Where are you?’


Silence.


‘Why can I never see you?’


There is only silence.


Again she begins to run.




Przemysl, South East Poland


She runs with Ivan Pavlov bouncing beside her, deviating now and then to crash through bulrushes after a whiff of vole. She runs with Ala’s hot hand yanking her along the path on the banks of the glistening San.


‘I want a count, or an officer at the very least. He’ll have a chat­eau in the mountains and an apartment in Warsaw,’ Ala pants. She is very pink-cheeked. ‘What about you?’


Lena is far too sweaty to care. ‘Can we slow down?’


‘Come on. What do you want?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You must know. Think.’


She is. She’s thinking about breath. The white branches of the birch trees sound as if they’re wheezing above them. Asthma is the term for wheezing in the branches of the lungs. You would prescribe adrenaline injections for acute attacks, otherwise treat with oral ephedrine.


Ala lets go of Lena to unfasten her plaits and shake her hair into a crimped yellow sheet. ‘Maybe my count will have a younger brother. I mean the brother will be poorer, obviously, but he might be a teacher or something. You’d take that for a fortune, wouldn’t you?’


Bronchus, bronchi. Latin, originally from the Greek. And before the Greek?


‘Come on, twig. What would you choose, really, and don’t say an emperor or a pope or something ridiculous.’


Lena stops dead, so Ala turns back, her eyes dancing with apartment-owning counts and officers. ‘What now, twig? Whatever is it?’


It is, truth be told, quite a disappointment to see Ala like this. Because what’s the point of an elder sister if she is not in soli­darity with you against the world? She looks at Ala with her bouncing hair and count-crammed eyeballs and once again she can’t understand how, from the same biological starting point, they’ve ended up such ill-matched beings.


‘Suit yourself.’ Ala shrugs and she’s off so fast that Lena almost loses her.


But opening out from a narrow path between the oldest birches is the clearing. And Ala’s waiting, waving, and behind her, dominating the centre, is an enormous tent, pale as a mushroom, its peak taller than the crowns of the trees, guy ropes like jungle roots across the grass. By the tent’s entrance a bear in a sequinned waistcoat jiggles its hips on a planked stage. In the spaces between the guy ropes, stalls are selling barszcz, or spiced apple punch, or slivers of suckling pig rotating on spits. There are games too; hoops to throw, hammers to lift, and right on the clearing’s edge, a line of men wait to hurl knives at a spinning wheel.


A bearded man, dressed in Cossack style, leaps up on the stage beside the dancing bear. Lowering his horn he begins to shout, offering midgets and strong men and sword-swallowing ladies – in fact every known wonder of the world, and several unknown ones too – and all this inside the tent this very afternoon for five zlotys only. Five zlotys is all the lucky ladies and gentlemen will need to watch the most unforgettable show this side of heaven.


‘No,’ Ala says. ‘No way.’


‘Yes.’


‘Goddamn no, twig.’


‘Goddamn yes. It’s my birthday.’


‘We’re here to get our fortunes.’


‘And it’s my birthday, Ala.’ Lena stares at her without blinking. If she keeps it up long enough Ala will give in. She just has to wait it out.


*


It’s gloomy inside the tent, smoky from the paraffin lamps staked between the rows of benches and around the sawdust-strewn ring. Lena has to put a lead on Pavlov to stop him scuttling back out after a taste of roasting pig. Ala complains that it reeks of sweat and ale.


Luckily Lena spots Julia, Ala’s best friend, sitting on a bench halfway back from the ring, and even better Danushka’s with her, Julia’s younger sister who’s in Lena’s class. Except, what’s this? – when they go up, Julia is sobbing into her handkerchief.


Danushka rolls her eyes at Lena. ‘My sister had her fortunes given to her.’


‘Were they good ones or bad ones?’


‘No one knows. There’s too much snot for any understanding.’


Lena sits down beside her. ‘And yours, Dan, what were you given?’


‘Quod plerumque. What you would expect.’


Lena laughs out loud. Danushka is not one to be easily impressed. Dan is the best in school for Latin, and Lena for General Science.


‘But Ala’s fortunes are looking good.’ Danushka nods towards the opposite side of the tent where three men in dark uniforms are taking their seats.


Lena snorts. ‘Goodness what polished belts, and look, their mamas have done a lovely job of pressing their cap corners.’ She gives Ala a nudge: ‘Officers, straight ahead.’ At once Ala begins flicking her hair about like a fly-ridden horse, so Lena can’t help but lean to Dan’s ear. ‘It’s not just acrobats performing today.’


The horn is blown, the tent flaps close, and a juggler runs into the ring with flaming torches, throwing them into a fiery wheel. Lena cups her hands around her mouth and shouts, ‘Keep them up!’ And Ala closes her eyes.


‘He’s looking this way,’ Dan whispers, ‘my life on it he is. The officer in the middle; the one with glasses.’


‘He’s spotted you,’ Lena tells Ala, ‘the officer in the middle. The one with the glasses is staring.’


‘Go to hell, twig.’


‘On Romek’s lung, he is. His spectacles imply that he opens a book now and then. Should I go over and warn him what you think of education? He’s not so bad when viewed from a distance. I can confirm two eyes, a full complement of legs, and arms of functional length. Goodness, what shiny boots he’s got. Mama’s going to adore those.’


From a platform high above them, a flashing parcel comes tumbling down a rope, unravelling into a silver-cloaked woman with a rapier clenched between her teeth. Lena jumps up. ‘This I’ve got to see!’


Ala grabs her skirt and yanks. ‘Sit goddamned down!’


The sword-swallower, a slight young woman, strides along the front benches flexing the glinting blade. She steps up on a box in the centre of the ring, wide-legged, opening her mouth and leaning back, holding the rapier directly above her like Damocles’s sword. Slowly the metal descends towards her stretched lips, then the blade begins to disappear down her throat until only the rapier’s handle protrudes.


Lena leaps up to roar her approval. Ala puts her face in her hands and inches away along the bench.


‘Thank the blessed Virgin that’s over,’ Ala says when the world’s strongest man has been and gone, and the flaps are raised to daylight. She’s standing and heading for the exit.


‘You can thank me when you marry your officer,’ Lena replies, trailing behind.


But Ala ignores her. She’s off, running down to old man Bosko, who’s turning his chestnuts on the griddle, wiping his face because of the heat of the coals. Old man Bosko knows everything worth knowing. Lena watches him raise his spatula and point south. Ala turns back and waves at her, ‘The marshes, come on.’


Once they’re out of the forest, Ala stops and shields her eyes to scour the land alongside the river. The brown-crusted ground is an acre wide and thicketed with reeds and bulrushes, dry enough to walk on in summer, but a bog, alive with trout and carp as soon as the October rains fall and the San bursts its banks.


‘There! Over there!’ Ala cries. ‘I see them!’


A dozen or so hoop-framed caravans stand in a row near the thin silver river, shaggy ponies hobbled in the vehicles’ shade. It seems very still in this open space after the noise and action in the tent. Little knots of townspeople wait behind the caravans, fanning faces or smoking pipes, or simply gazing at distant herons’ nests or the squabbling geese.


‘Which one, twig? Which caravan?’


‘Does it matter?’


‘Of course it matters. There could be any number of fortunes out there.’


Lena looks over the caravans, unpainted and tatty. She shrugs. ‘They all look alike to me.’


‘They can’t be.’


‘All right, go for the most popular one, where the most people are waiting.’


‘But they might shut up business for the day before I get to go in.’


‘The least busy then?’


Ala looks at her. ‘You think?’


Ala is off, running to the farthest caravan, one with a dirty red sheet hanging at the back. A man comes out, squinting in the sunlight at the top of the wooden steps, then he hurries down and away. No one else is waiting so Ala lifts her skirts and jumps up. She pulls back the curtain and disappears inside.


Lena looks around for something to do. She considers heading back to the birches and breaking off a switch to continue her investigation into a left shin–right shin pain disparity. Understanding pain will no doubt constitute an essential part of her medical training. Or she could go down to where the marshes get really boggy and see how far she can hop on the log path before she sinks. But in the end she just sits down watching a damselfly zipping through the reeds. Pavlov leans against her and she pulls his ears for him. ‘Pray that Ala gets her officer predicted, Pav, otherwise there’ll be foul weather at home for days.’


But then Lena remembers she doesn’t need to worry about Ala.


This is what her father always says.


Ala is like a seed from a dandelion clock, Papa says. She’ll be happy whichever way the wind blows her.


As Papa always tells it, Lena had shaken her head furiously when he first explained this.


‘But me, Papa?’ she’d apparently said. ‘What am I?’


‘You? Magdalena Luiza?’ He’d had a good titter. ‘You? Let me see . . .’ And he’d laid down his trowel – they were in the bean rows at the time – and scooped her up, upending her and lurching along the canes so furry pods brushed her bouncing face, going up and down laughing as she screamed at him to stop. When he planted her back on the ground and got his breath back he’d leaned over his cane so their blue eyes were level. ‘Well, little miss, it seems obvious to me that what you most resemble is a short brown stick—’


‘Papa! I’m not a stick!’


‘– one that seems to have grown for the sole purpose of poking and prodding at whatever has the misfortune to lie beneath.’


She’d shook her head at him, several times, fish-mouthed with protest. At least this is how Papa always tells it, mimicking her outraged expression when he does.


How old was she then? Four? Five? She’d lowered her face and charged to butt him in the stomach. ‘I’m not a stick, I’m not a stick!’


‘I’m afraid so, Magdalena Luiza. There you have it.’


‘But, Papa, can sticks be happy like dandelions?’


‘I fear you won’t be entirely content until you’ve turfed an army of ants over your toes. Please do not pummel me, Magdalena Luiza. We may struggle to contain our essential natures, but your mother assures me it is a mark of a civilised society to make a show of concealing one’s mood.’


‘Twig? Twig! Wherever are you?’


Standing on the top step at the back of the caravan, Ala is waving with both arms like a person summoning assistance. Except she’s grinning – thank the devil himself for that. Words start spilling out of her before Lena even gets close. ‘A man in uniform! Someone here will be in my future – right to the end of everything – but before that we’ll make a great journey together! A man in uniform, twig, and children – two if I’m lucky, she said. She said I’d be luckier than others in life.’


‘Everyone is luckier than others in one way or another, Ala.’


‘Not everyone.’


Lena opens her mouth and closes it. Then she can’t resist. ‘Oh, Ala, think about it for one second, if you can manage that. “Luckier than others” – it’s an entirely meaningless statement. What is luck anyway? It’s not even something that exists.’


Ala is gaping at her. Lena looks away. Ulka has promised cherry cake for her birthday. ‘Come on then.’


‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Ala hasn’t moved.


‘Home?’


‘You can’t.’


‘Observe how legs work: nerve, muscle, sinew, bone in perfect synchronicity.’


‘Not yet, I mean.’ Ala is suddenly at her side, keeping pace. About to seize her elbow. ‘The thing is, twig, she wants to see you.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Send in the child who’s sulking by the river, that’s what she said.’


‘Well it can’t be me because I don’t sulk.’


‘Twig, listen. You have to go in there.’


Lena kicks at the reeds. ‘I don’t have to do anything.’


‘She said send in that child, I have a gift to make her, that’s all she said.’


‘You told her it was my birthday? Oh, Ala, you goddamn told her!’


‘Would it matter if I had?’ Ala smiles all sugar and cream.


‘Goddamn you, Ala. I mean goddamn. Really. Fine, I’ll goddamn go. But only for the purpose of investigating the irrational. Though quite why I should be forced to do these things on my birthday is quite beyond me.’


She stomps off towards the caravan and thuds up the steps with little grace.




England


‘Ma, are you awake?’


JoJo. Here, sitting stiff-shouldered by her bed. She raises a hand as if to touch his cheek. How big he’s grown. She should tell him this. Tell him what a man he has become.


He takes her hand, pulls it to his lips. ‘You need something, Ma? A drink?’


She moves her head slightly from side to side. His eyes are sad. Poor boy. She would like to tell him not to worry about having to speak when he makes these visits. She’d like to say, ‘It is enough for me to see you moving through the air; to hear your breath in the room. It is enough and it is everything.’


‘Is there something else I can get you, Ma? A cloth for your face?’


Again she shakes her head, smiling till dampness comes to her eyes. If she could loosen her throat and talk freely she would like to tell him how he used to stand stiff as a pikestaff – four years old – holding up the feed bucket as the Clydesdale thundered down from the hill. She would say how Blackie came only to him; this soot-haired, fierce little boy, who never stepped back, who always held his ground. She’d recall for him the time Blackie was sold and he refused to eat for five days. She’d tell him how much she has always adored this fire he keeps burning in his heart. She’d like to lie and tell him he was never second best.


She digs her thumb into her throat. ‘Darling, are you eating?’


And he looks at her and snorts. He slaps his thigh and starts to laugh. The image of his father, of course. ‘Ma, honestly!’


But she doesn’t laugh with him. She should try for more words because who knows if this chance will return. Tell him to fill himself with fat, spoon it in, say, ‘Listen, child, you can never eat enough in this life. Lay flesh on your bones and the fat on top. Keep your body strong and whatever you do stay standing. Do this and you might just avoid the grasp of the god beneath the soil.’ This is what she needs to say.


He wipes his eyes with his thumbs, looking to the window. ‘Papa’s blackbird’s back,’ he says. ‘Look, Ma.’


She turns to see the bird hop along the sill, blinking and peering in. ‘Sure,’ she whispers. ‘He’s wanting his breakfast.’




Przemysl, South East Poland


Lena is out on the path waiting for the cart to arrive, waiting too for Ala and Mama to finish their fussing. It’s a warm evening, a week after the gypsies came to town. In the pink dusk, bees are working over Papa’s jasmine above the lintel. Lucky bees who aren’t forced to wear white satin confirmation dresses with peach bows stitched on ‘for interest’, who never have to go to pointless parties. She walks down the path to wait at the gate, slipping her fingers into the pocket she asked Ulka to stitch down the seam of the dress. She’s decided to bring it, the gift the gypsy gave her. As soon as the mothers are occupied she can take Danushka aside and consult. With any luck Dan will have an idea what to do.


‘Did your sister intend to dress as if she was in one of the cheaper Black Sea resorts?’


Lena sniggers and looks down the hall where newly arrived guests are batting bursts of chit-chat back and forth, tapping heels on marble, waiting, no doubt, for a measure of champagne to warm their tongues. Ala and Julia are loitering under the chandelier right by the front door, practically boring holes in the wood with their eyes. Danushka has a point, if a sharp one. Ala’s wearing one of Mama’s recital gowns and has somehow defied gravity by stacking every strand of her hair high as a sand tower on her head. A turquoise feather perches on the top like a flag in peril. She shrugs. ‘It’s practically certain,’ she says.


It’s practically certain Ala will marry the officer from the gypsy tent. Everyone’s agreed on this. When they got back from the forest, Ala had gone straight to the kitchen and, with Lena as witness, informed Ulka of the events in the tent and the fortune readings the gypsy woman had given her. Ulka agreed there might be promise in them, and told Mama over breakfast on Sunday morning. Mama couldn’t help it all coming out to Julia’s mama after Mass, and Julia’s mama clapped her hands and said an invite to Julia’s name day celebrations must be sent to the barracks at once; that would be the thing to do. She’d despatch her maid, Elena, who was fiercer than a terrier when it came to digging out persons of interest, no matter how deep their burrow. On Tuesday Ulka bumped into Elena at the butcher’s and received confirmation that an invite had been issued to three men of officer rank in the Engineering Corps who’d been in the gypsy tent on Saturday, one of whom was a spectacles wearer. There followed a forty-eight-hour period of silence, during which Ala chewed down her nails and stacked up her hair twenty different ways, before word came in a note from Julia, rolled along the floor to Ala during their graduation exam on Thursday afternoon. The officers had accepted the invitation.


‘Which can only mean one thing,’ Ala said to Lena in the bathroom that Thursday evening, a flush on her cheeks.


‘You’ve messed up the exam?’


‘No, you know, it’s—’ Ala’s lip began to wobble.


‘Practically certain?’ Lena offered with more enthusiasm than she felt.


After all, it was only what everyone else was saying.


‘They’ll be engaged by autumn, I suppose.’ Danushka licks cream off her thumb. It was a good decision to position themselves by the kitchen door where a finger might slide onto a tray of warm canapés. ‘Will you be bridesmaid?’


Lena puts her hand in her pocket and turns over the gypsy’s gift, wondering when to move the conversation to weightier matters. She shrugs and says she hasn’t really thought about weddings. ‘I’ll probably be settled in Kraków by then.’


‘Very wise.’ Danushka is tapping her riding crop against the toe of her boot. Lena admires her friend’s fortitude in choosing breeches even though her mother fell to her knees and pleaded for lace. ‘I don’t think I could bear it myself. Why anyone wants to marry is beyond me. I’ve already warned Julia she’ll have to use our cousin to hold her train when the time comes.’


‘Dan, listen, you know when Ala dragged me off to get her fortunes—’


‘But speak of the devil.’ Danushka raises her crop and points down the hall. ‘We have company at last. I mean the only sort of company anyone’s interested in. Shall we? For the sport of it?’


Linking arms they waltz to the front door. The three officers from the gypsy tent have actually materialised and, in an even greater miracle, seem to be propelling themselves willingly over the threshold. This done, the door is being shut behind them, and possibly also bolted. The men click their heels and fold themselves in bows to Ala and Julia and the mothers, taking slender white-gloved fingers and pressing them to their lips.


Lena sniggers. ‘Lambs to the slaughter.’


‘Hapless toy soldiers, popped out of their tin by accident and can’t find a way back in.’


‘Danushka, at last! We were about to send out a search party!’ Dan’s mother’s arm extends with a swift and unerring grabbing motion. ‘My dear girls, we’re just being introduced to Lieutenants Bem, Machek and Dabrowicz of the Engineering Corps. Gentlemen, you will please forgive my younger daughter’s attire. We’ve every hope she’ll grow out of it.’


Lena tries to catch Ala’s eye, but her sister has turned terribly grey in the face. She runs through the correct procedure for treating fainting fits. ‘Everyone stand back, give her air,’ she’ll have to shout. ‘Get me a stool. You there, soldier, kneel down and raise her legs!’ Alternatively she might just need a bucket.


Mama makes a flapping grasp at Lena’s peach bow. ‘Gentlemen, my younger daughter, Magdalena.’


The officers swivel their boots in Lena’s direction. They bow simultaneously and so gravely that she has to suck in her cheeks to keep from giggling. When Ala’s officer – Bem – resumes the vertical, resettling his spectacles against his nose, the irises of his eyes appear so pale as to be almost colourless. There might be a medical condition involved, possibly a hereditary one. Ala will need warning.


‘But we’ve encountered each other before,’ he says to Lena.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘In the gypsy tent last week. As I recall you were very taken with the show.’


‘It was an extraordinary display of anatomical capability.’


He glances back at his friends with a thin smile. ‘Is that so?’


‘What else could you call it? Do you know how many pairs of oesophageal muscles need to be relaxed to enable a blade to slide down the throat?’


Still with that smile: ‘I have no idea.’


‘Have a guess.’


‘No idea.’


‘You can guess, can’t you?’


‘Lena darling.’


‘Yes, Mama?’


‘It’s quite all right, madam. Would it be ten pairs?’


‘More. Come on.’


‘Lena darling—’


‘Fifteen?’


‘Fifty.’


‘That I did not know.’


‘I mean there’s no way someone like you would be able to do it. And I wouldn’t recommend you even try. Even the smallest injury can lead to a perforation of the heart, lungs, stomach or small intestines. The outcome would certainly be deadly.’


‘Lena darling, please. I’m sorry, gentlemen, my daughter has these enthusiasms.’


‘Not an enthusiasm, Mama. Medicine is neither a hobby nor the pursuit of amateurs. I’m not sure why I have to keep telling you this.’


The officer casts his small smile towards Mama.


‘Well, Doctor Magdalena,’ he says turning back her way, ‘if I stay away from gypsies’ swords, will you tell me if your fortunes were good?’


‘I am a rationalist, sir. I hold no store in five zloty fables.’


‘Lena, please!’


‘I don’t, Mama.’ She doesn’t have to look at Ala twitching beside her to know she’s no longer pale and delicate. ‘But my sister’s fortune reading was excellent, sir. It said that Ala is to marry a man in uniform.’


‘Mother of God, Lena!’


‘Indeed? Well, miss, I confess to a certain curiosity as to whom you think you might marry if it’s not the person the fortunes decree.’


‘But that’s really none of your business. You will excuse me but it is not.’


‘It’s no one’s business yet. You might say it’s not even mine. I’ve years of studying ahead of me before I begin to think of marriage. That’s if I do. I’m not convinced there’s a tremendous amount to recommend it.’


For a moment nothing is said among the little group by the door. The officers to each side of Lieutenant Bem are occupied in coughing into their fists. Ala can be heard emitting a sort of monotone, something in the way of unhappy pipework.


‘Time for that powder room.’ Mama’s grip tightens and she starts to steer Lena away. ‘Gentlemen, I apologise most sincerely for any impropriety in my daughter’s speech.’ She hisses in Lena’s ear, ‘I’ve no idea what devilment has taken you, but tonight, darling, you offend us all.’


‘Please, madam, wait.’ Bem steps after them. ‘I confess I’m not offended.’


‘You’re not?’


‘One might hazard it a notion to be celebrated; the fresh air of youthful ideas.’


‘In these modern times,’ his colleague smirks behind his hand.


‘Quite so, Machek.’ He turns to Lena and makes a brief bow. ‘If I’m not mistaken, a mazurka may be starting up in the ballroom. If you don’t find music counter to your rationalist principles, I wonder if you’d do me the honour?’


Lena stares at him. ‘Excuse me?’


‘Will you dance?’


‘Mother of God save us,’ Mama whispers to the ceiling.


‘No. No, I don’t think I will.’


‘No?’


‘No?’ Mama whimpers.


‘It’s a kind offer, sir, but I don’t dance.’


‘Everyone dances.’


‘With respect that’s completely untrue.’


‘Lena!’


‘What now, Mama? Take Papa, for example, it’s a straightforward fact that when your left foot has been blown off by a Prussian sniper you can’t perform a polka, much as you might believe otherwise. I like to run with my dog and I’m not the worst skater if you must know, but dancing at parties is dull beyond words. There’s never enough room to be entirely free, which is the only way to go about it. Besides which there are far too many people watching. So, thank you, but no, it’s not for me.’


Danushka is bent double, her shoulders shaking violently. The coughing officers have exploded into great wails of mirth, and this grave-faced watery-eyed officer is staring at her like she’s a book he doesn’t know where to shelve.


‘My sister dances very well. Better than anyone I know. You should give Ala a try.’ She flops down in a ridiculous sort of curtsey and bolts for the front door.


Goodness it’s a relief to be out in the night with nothing but cold air in her face. She runs down the stone steps and round the side of the house to the back lawn. It takes a lot of running to leave the lights and music behind. It’s far too grand, Danushka’s house, and the lawn is too vast, and all that noise of partying people who haven’t just messed up their sister’s future is much too loud. She wishes Ivan Pavlov were at her side, bumping her fingers with his nose. How much easier it is to talk to dogs. Dogs do not ask people to dance. Dogs know when to leave someone alone.


As she runs it knocks against her leg, the gypsy’s gift in her pocket. Stupid to have brought it. Stupider not to have thrown it in the San straight away. Whatever is happening to her rational thinking?


‘So you made it in the end.’ That’s what the gypsy woman had said, squinting from her samovar as Lena pulled back the curtain and stepped into the dark. The air inside the caravan was stifling; rough with smoke yet sweet as the killing stall where Ulrich’s diseased cattle await their bullet. A square of peat burned beneath the samovar’s stand. Above it, a gash in the fabric roof was only open enough for the fumes to escape and for a trickle of dusty daylight to fall in. Lena backed up against the curtain, her hand to her mouth, her eyes watering.


The woman took up a tallow lantern from the floor, her thin body crooked like an old nail. A scarf was pulled tight across her skull and knotted under her jaw. Cataracts clouded her pupils.


‘Turn around, daughter, I would see the whole of you.’


Nodding to herself, she returned to her samovar. ‘Not what I expected, but as good as any other.’


‘I don’t have any zlotys on me, you should know that.’


‘It’s not your money I need. Sit down, take some tea.’ She turned the tap and poured steaming brown liquid into a glass.


‘No, thank you.’


The woman dropped a brown sugar crystal into her glass, and stirred the liquid, squinting up at Lena as if deciding something.


‘I only came here to spare Ala’s feelings,’ Lena said in the silence. ‘She believes in fortunes. But I’m a rationalist not a fool. You should know that.’


‘So you think you’ll have the future you choose?’


‘Papa says such things are entirely possible for women in the twentieth century. I haven’t decided on marriage, but I will be a doctor.’


‘Is that so?’


‘Ours is an age of progress. Women are piloting aircraft now.’


The woman said nothing. Lena watched her blow on the tea. For a moment Lena thought herself forgotten, then the woman looked up and grinned.


‘How easy it is to plot a journey through life when you’re looking down from the sunny heights of youth. Nice view when you see the world laid out in every direction below.’


She returned to her tea and Lena waited. When the woman spoke again her voice came at a crawl. It seemed to drag something heavy in its wake. ‘My daughter, at this moment your future seems no more perilous than a stream you might follow down from your mountain, isn’t that so? But what happens when other people jump in this clear stream of yours and muddy it with their boots?’ She held Lena’s gaze. ‘What happens when love creeps up and puts its hand on your shoulder, what then?’


Lena looked away quickly. ‘You’re mocking me, I can tell, and that isn’t a kind thing to do. I don’t believe in any of this, so actually it doesn’t matter what you say. But still I would like you to stop talking this way or I’ll leave. You can’t keep me here, you know.’


The woman laughed, the sound gurgling in her throat. ‘Don’t lose this temper, child, it may help you get through the worst of things. Anger has its uses.’ She drained her glass and threw the dregs onto the smouldering peat. ‘But the particular course of your life is neither here nor there to me. I’ve no interest in weighing your portion of sorrow. It’s hardly going to be unique.’ Drawing back her lips she smiled black-gummed at Lena. ‘I wish only to make you a gift.’


‘Why would you do that?’


‘It’s your birthday, I’m told.’


Goddamn goddamn Ala.


‘Mama says I shouldn’t accept gifts I can’t repay.’


‘You haven’t seen it. You’d reject a gift without seeing it? Do I scare you that much?’


‘You don’t scare me at all.’


The woman laughed again. She dug into her skirts.


‘I don’t want it, I told you,’ Lena said, her voice far too loud. She stepped back against the curtain. ‘I don’t want your gift.’


‘But you want to be a doctor and help people. Do you think doctors can choose who they aid?’ Her ancient hand was clasped over an object. There was a giddiness in her dim eyes, a flickering feral exhilaration. ‘Help me now.’


Lena shook her head. ‘I can’t.’


‘You can and you will take it because you’re a good girl, we both know that.’


It was her legs that moved her forward, Lena remembers this much. Her head was refusing, but Lena’s feet shuffled towards the woman.


‘Happy birthday,’ the woman grinned, holding out her hand.


Lena took the gift. She opened her fingers and saw a smooth lump about the size of a duck’s egg, warm and slightly waxy. ‘What is it?’


The woman had moved back to the samovar. She filled a glass and threw its liquid on the peat. Smoke rose up in hissing tongues.


‘Baltic resin.’


‘But what am I to do with it?’


Without seeming to hear the question, and without giving any warning, the woman bent her face to the tallow lantern and blew out the flame. But for the small pool of daylight above the dying fire, darkness was everywhere. It was all Lena could do not to cry out. Fumbling behind her she found the curtain and pulled it so sunlight sliced in, a hard yellow blade of it, illuminating the woman now settling herself in a nest of tattered blankets in the far corner, her slipped scarf revealing a mottled skull, bald but for a few colourless strands of hair.


Lena backed beyond the curtain into light and warmth. ‘I said what do I do with it?’


‘You say you’re a rationalist. So do nothing.’ The woman closed her eyes. Her hands were clasped over her chest. ‘Do nothing, child. But know this amber for what it is; a thing of solidity. It will not decay like flesh. It won’t warp like love nor rot like dreams of the future, and you, my daughter, will need something solid to hold on to in life.’ The woman lay narrow and unmoving, her blackened soles poking out beyond the blankets. ‘And now, it’s time to go.’


Lena can’t stop shivering, but it’s a July night and she’s running, so really she should be warm. The lawn is long and sloping, it curves away past a summer house and a row of marble statues, down to the willows and brook. It’s quiet here, there’s only a plash of water over pebbles and the odd stoat or vole scrabbling along the bank. Lena can just make out a thin black ribbon, and suddenly she’s taken with a wild idea that she might jump in this stream and follow it all the way home.


Someone’s behind her.


There’s silence, but it’s the careful sort. Lena knows she’s being watched.


She turns. Him – Ala’s officer.


‘I was taught it’s rude to creep up on people.’


He tips his head, not enough for it to be a sign of agreement. ‘You didn’t care for the party?’


‘Should I?’


‘Young people generally seem to like them.’


‘Not all of us.’


She kicks at the grass, already wet with dew.


There is a sudden dry hissing sound from the trees across the stream.


‘That was a female barn owl,’ he says.


Lena says nothing.


‘The pitch of their call is always a little higher than the males.’


‘Look, I don’t want to be impolite, but I was just in the middle of thinking about some things I really have to think about right now. So could you please go and listen to your owls somewhere else? The lawn’s plenty big enough.’


He pinches his nose and smiles, although she really wasn’t joking. ‘My apologies if I disturbed you. I was concerned.’


‘Me?’ Lena can’t help laughing. ‘You’ve decided you’re concerned about me?’


‘Actually your mother was wondering. Coffee and sweets have been served in the dining room. She sang a delightful aria followed by two encores and now carriages are beginning to arrive.’


‘Do you usually perform errands for anxious mothers?’


He says nothing. The night’s noises do nothing to fill the space between them.


She digs her toe into the moss in the grass, scuffing it up. Her shoes are soaked and now also muddy. ‘Thank you for coming to find me, but as you can see I’m quite well. Please return word to my mother that there’s no need for concern. I simply wanted some air.’


He clicks his heels. Ridiculous. His boots squeak in the grass.


She keeps her eyes on the brook until she’s sure he’s set off, then she turns to watch him head back up the lawn, his strides of even length, as if every step has been measured to a precise specification before being handed out to him. His arms are swinging metronomes. Tick tock tick tock tick tock.


‘Goddamn it!’ she shouts to no one in particular. ‘Goddamn you all!’


She pulls the amber from her pocket and turns it in her hands, walking along beside the brook looking for the darkest corner. There’s no need at all for Danushka’s advice, or anyone else’s for that matter, as to what to do. She lifts the amber above her head and hurls it into the black water.




England


Bright light. Behind it someone is speaking.


A straw is being pushed at her lips.


Someone is asking her to drink. It keeps on at her, the woman’s voice. ‘Drink, sweetheart. You must drink. Just try a little for me.’


She allows the straw between her lips and is praised for it. The liquid is a sludge tasting of berry. Oramorph in there, she supposes. Ten milligrammes or perhaps twenty. Someone is wiping her lips and saying how about a little more, just a little? A kind person, doing the asking. Just like she was kind when she looked after people. Wasn’t that what a doctor once told her? You’ll be a great doctor one day.


This person is speaking in a strange language. She must tell them she doesn’t know this language yet. She’s only a child, isn’t she? At least a moment ago she was only a child at Julia’s party. She shakes her head.


‘You did well, Magdalena,’ the woman’s voice says. ‘Lie back now and rest.’




Przemysl, South East Poland


But there’s no time to rest.


It’s the summer break before Lena’s final school year and there’s too much to do. There’s a medical encyclopaedia to memorise, canine intelligence tests to repeat, and besides all this apologies need to be offered as many times as Lena can bear and then double that number. At least this is what Ulka recommends when she sees Ala’s damp face at the breakfast table the morning after Julia’s party.


‘Expect heavy weather,’ she tells Lena, tailing her into the kitchen with the empty porridge tureen. ‘There’s no telling how Ala will grieve this.’


‘But how can she grieve, nothing happened to her.’


‘Precisely, twig.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘The loss of a future is as great a loss as any other.’


‘But that’s absurd.’


‘You think so?’ Ulka gives her a look and dumps the tureen in the sink. ‘Apologise. And while you’re at it, keep your head down.’


Lena keeps her head down. Fortunately there’s no word from the officers, and just three days after Julia’s party, the barracks are deserted; the entire Army Corps has left town. This is no wild rumour but fact, delivered as fast as unpreserved meat from Elena to Ulka in the market square. Mama is overheard whispering to Papa that this must be considered something of a relief given the circumstances.


On the fourth day after the party Ala drifts into the kitchen where Lena has been commandeered to stuff pierogi. Ala has a hairbrush in her hand.


She pulls out a chair. ‘I can sit on my hair now.’ She sits on her hair.


Lena and Ulka lift sticky fingers from the bowl and observe in silence.


Ala stands. ‘I think I’ll borrow your silver brooch tonight, twig.’


She drifts away and Ulka grunts, declaring communication restored.


‘But what if I’d actually liked the officer?’


Ulka slams a doughy slab on the board. ‘Shall we be grateful for small mercies?’


It turns out Ala is indeed happy this summer, and not just because she can finally sit on her hair. Ala has employment at the town hospital as a secretary in admissions.


‘However can you stand the thought of it,’ she says coming into the bathroom one evening where Lena is at the sink examining two of Pavlov’s fleas under a magnifying glass. ‘All those years of study ahead of you without so much as a zloty of your own to spend. Are you going to be long in here?’


Ala dumps a load of stockings in the bath and opens the taps. ‘I’m going to the new picture house with some friends from work,’ she says even though Lena didn’t ask. ‘I can’t tell you how liberating it is, being in employment. For one thing you’re in adult company at last. And now with this salary I can see all the Warsaw pictures and eat in any cafe I like, and buy the fabric I choose. Why I might even take an apartment of my own. Just you wait until there’s no one to tell you what to do. I’m not going to let anyone tell me another thing ever. Shove over, I need the light.’


Lena folds the fleas in a napkin and watches Ala dot rouge on her cheeks. There’s a whiff of cigarette to her sister these days. Ala applies the stick to her lips.


‘How do I look?’


‘Like your mouth’s bleeding. Excuse me.’


She finds Ulka grating beetroot at the kitchen sink, crimson juice streaming down to her elbows. But when informed of Ala’s plans, Ulka surprises Lena. Ulka merely laughs.


‘Don’t you worry, twig, your sister’s going nowhere while there’s hot water in the bathroom pipes, supper on the table, and shoes that turn up polished outside her door in the morning.’


‘But she always said she’d be married by autumn. That’s all Ala ever wanted.’


Ulka scoops up dripping handfuls from the sink, dumping them in a cut-glass bowl. ‘Perhaps you’re learning your sister is not as simple-minded as you’d imagined. People change. They grow up and want different things.’


‘Not me.’


Lena returns to school in September for her final year, determined to keep an eye on Ala’s metamorphosis. She might even begin a study on female psychological health. But two weeks into term, she’s distracted from all thought of Ala by an unnerving encounter on a Thursday afternoon after school.


When Lena returns home she resolves to see out the evening quietly, before retreating to her bedroom to turn things over alone. And for a while the evening progresses harmlessly enough; Papa grumbles through a newspaper in the armchair by the hearth, airing his stump on a footstool, and Mama occupies herself at the piano with a tricky Brahms sonata. Romek’s nowhere to be seen which means he’s probably somewhere beneath the piano drawing up odds for his classmates’ Latin exams or attempting card tricks or some form of levitation. But then the front door slams and Ala bursts into the sitting room in a fit of excitement so great she can’t get her arm out of the sleeve of her coat.


At the table Lena closes her maths book. ‘I think I’ll finish off upstairs.’


‘Don’t you want to hear what Julia’s family are planning for next spring?’ Ala says, whirling and shaking at the coat on her arm. ‘It’s quite extraordinary. Did Dan say anything to you, twig?’


Lena stares at Ala. Just about every day now she returns like this, with rumours still warm from the admissions desk, lobbing them into the sitting room like she thinks they’re buns for the starving.


‘What are they planning?’ Mama abandons Brahms and swivels on her stool. When it comes to gossip, Mama is one of the starving.


‘They’re packing up and leaving the country.’


‘Nonsense!’


‘It’s true, Mama. Ania was on a break and she overheard Mr Meyer telling Doctor Janucek he’s booking the family on a boat to Britain. From there they’re planning to head to the New World, probably Argentina. They’re leaving in April.’


‘Nonsense, darling, that beautiful home—’


‘Is going up for auction next month. Mr Meyer said he thought it the safest course of action, what with the world heading the way it is. I can’t believe Julia’s said nothing. Twig, Dan must have spoken to you about this.’


‘But Krystyna Meyer is Polish,’ Mama says. ‘She does all the flowers on Holy Days, that must count for something. And the two girls are being confirmed at Christmas. I must say this all sounds very extreme. What do you think, Jozef?’


Papa’s eyes are closed and a news-sheet is slipping from his lap to the floor.


‘Jozef! The Meyers are leaving the country.’


‘Possibly overheard to be saying they’re leaving the country, my dear. Information acquired by someone we don’t know in the slightest.’


‘Ania is a very good friend of mine actually, Papa. She swears it’s true.’


‘She probably swears a lot then.’


‘Romus´, darling boy, please. But this is awful. Say it’s awful, Jozef.’


‘Jan Meyer is known for his sense.’


‘But this is awful.’ Mama jumps up. ‘I must tell Ulka.’


‘I’ll come,’ Ala says. ‘Wait. What’s that you’ve got?’ She crouches down to peer under the piano. ‘What on earth are you fiddling with down there, worm? Come on, out with you, strange creature.’


She drags Romek out by his ankles. He stands up gangly as an urchin, his fingers grimy and closed over a clutch of objects that look like black duck eggs.


Lena gathers her books and heads for the door.


‘Brother, you truly are a filthy piece of worm skin,’ Ala sighs.


‘I can juggle five lumps of coal with my eyes shut. I’m working up to six, then I’ll move on to carrots, then butter knives, then daggers or cut-throat razors.’


‘That’s not all coal.’ Ala pokes at his cupped hands. ‘What else have you got in there? I knew it! I knew I saw something odd. My God, Lena, you’d better come and see what I’ve found in the worm’s disgusting paws.’


Lena waves a departing hand as if above such minor concerns.


But this is to underestimate Ala’s zeal for meddling. ‘Give it here, thief. It’s a low business to steal from your own family.’


Mama sighs, ‘Very low indeed, darling.’


‘If you must know, Mama, I borrowed it today.’


‘Impossible,’ Ala says.


‘Want to lay odds on it?’


‘Romus´ darling, you remember Father Gorski’s final warning, we are not to have gambling in the home.’


‘Goodnight then,’ Lena says and heads for the hall.


‘Lena,’ Ala calls, ‘come back a moment. Is the worm telling the truth?’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Did you give him the amber?’ Ala is staring at her now, and it’s like every cog in her brain is straining to connect with its neighbour. ‘Because you told me you threw it in the brook at Julia’s party and that was the last you saw of it.’


‘Until it found its way home today,’ Romek says. He starts to throw four pieces of coal in the air and then the amber. ‘Five is easy for a professional. And the amber is perfect. Watch it go round, I’ll send it a little higher next time if you like. Do you want to see me try six? It takes an exceptional amount of concentration and skill for any number over five. Do you want to see six?’


‘No, we don’t,’ Ala says. ‘Wait, twig. How?’


‘Excuse me?’


‘How did you get it back? The amber went in the brook and now it’s made a miraculous reappearance.’


‘No miracles were involved, I assure you.’


‘In which case—’


‘Does it really matter?’


Ala’s staring hard at her, cogs overheating, a suspicion slowly clicking into place like a tiny hammer coming to strike a chime. ‘I’m starting to think it does.’


‘Fine. If it’s so vital for you to know, it was returned.’


‘By whom?’


‘Someone who found it, obviously.’


‘And that someone was?’


‘You’re a funny colour, sis. Red as cherry compote.’


‘Worm, you goddamn shut up right now or I’ll shove every one of these coals down your throat into your withered lung.’


‘Mother of God, Lena, how you speak to your brother!’


Ala begins to smile. It’s a thin-cut sort of smile, nevertheless she is buttering it all over the air. It is a smile that somehow seems to imply both a question she has in mind, and the conviction that she knows the answer.


‘Which someone, twig?’


‘Ala, please,’ Lena hisses. ‘I can’t believe this.’


‘It’s a simple question.’


‘It is actually, darling.’


‘Papa?’ Lena begs, turning to the armchair.


But he doesn’t take her side for once. He bends to gather up his fallen news-sheets. ‘I’m a little confused. Are we talking about a man, Magdalena Luiza?’


Romek sniggers.


‘Are we talking about an officer?’ Ala says. ‘A lieutenant, perhaps?’ Back in town?


‘Mother of God!’ Mama’s hand leaps for the pearls at her throat, ‘Are we?’


‘I knew it,’ Ala crows. ‘I just knew.’


‘Oh, darling! This is so—’


‘Unbelievable.’ Lena hisses. ‘You’re all quite unbelievable.’


Papa unwraps a boiled mint humbug. For a moment they listen to the sound of sucking.


‘Magdalena Luiza, do you have something to say, only people appear to be waiting?’


And there really is no escape now.


‘Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you all, but there’s not much to tell. He was at the gates after school. It turns out he’d found the amber in the brook at Julia’s party. He said he’d seen me throw something in the water – although he really shouldn’t have been spying – and he decided he felt responsible for me doing that – though I can’t see why he should. Then he said he didn’t want me to regret anything from that night, so he went back the next morning and fished the amber out. There was no time to bring it round because they were sent off to a summer training camp. And now they’re back in town for a while before they head to their base in the mountains, which, you’ll be sorry to hear, is a very long way away. There. A great mystery solved. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to finish my equations in my bedroom.’
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