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			PROLOGUE
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			A night unlit by candles. A night of stars. 

			The man is on a hillside when he first sees it, low on the horizon, the faintest smudge of light against the empty black of sky. There it is, for a second. And then gone. An object as much of his imagination, perhaps, as of the universe. 

			His heart quickens. He bends to his telescope, squinting in the darkness, pushing so close his eyelashes brush the glass. 

			Where is it? Has it vanished? He pulls his face away and studies the sky. 

			There! Between the Twins and the Great Bear. A fleck of white. He aligns the telescope and peers through it again. ‘Sacrebleu!’ 

			He whispers to the woman, beckoning her, as if volume in his speech might frighten the object away. ‘See there.’ His voice betrays his excitement. ‘The comet – exactly as it was foretold.’

			She drops her face to the telescope.

			‘Do you see it?’

			He can hear her soft breath in the winter air.

			‘It is Helios,’ she says, ‘the god of Athens and Rome.’ 

			‘It is.’

			‘When the ancients saw such a thing as this, they would say, “Behold Helios circling the world in his chariot of fire.”’

			‘Yet we know better,’ he says. He blows into his hands to defeat the cold. ‘We are modern people now. We understand the mathematics directing this celestial messenger on his endless journey.’ A thought has come to him. ‘Perhaps if our child lives a long life he may see it return.’

			‘Perhaps then, if our child is a son you should name him Helios.’

			‘It would be an unusual name,’ he says. ‘He would be a child of the stars.’

			All of the universe had shrunk to a small, dark circle at the distant end of a telescope, and in that circle a feather of brightness like the softest pinch of down from a dove. 

			‘A messenger of fire from a faraway world,’ he tells her. ‘What futures might he foreshadow?’

			‘Futures?’ she asks.

			‘There will be many. Every time he visits he sees how our world has changed.’

			The woman blinks. She stumbles slightly, as if startled. Her balance is lost and the telescope swings away. Her hand drops to her belly, she reaches out and takes her husband’s hand, presses it to her middle. 

			‘Something has awoken him – he’s kicking,’ the man says. His eyes shine at this. 

			She smiles at him. ‘Or maybe . . . she.’

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Katya’s Gift

			For my part I know nothing with any certainty

			But the sight of the stars makes me dream.

			Vincent Van Gogh
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			Katya, 1952
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			It rained like the storms of Genesis the night Katarína Němcová was born. The Tatrzańska River burst its banks, and a tide of mud and debris swept along the dirt lane to the Němcov farm like an avalanche. The midwife’s bicycle stuck stubbornly in the mudslide at the top of the track leading down the river valley to the village of Nová Vyšný, and the midwife, unwilling to launch herself on foot into the deluge even for the birth of a baby, was forced to ring her bell furiously to announce her presence. The infant’s father, Jaroslav, ran all the way up the track through the mud to collect her, and he carried her back to the homestead over his shoulder like a sack of corn, with no boots on his feet and nothing more than a strip of tarpaulin held over his head to shield them both from the rain. 

			Katarína’s mother had been in labour for fourteen hours. She had been awake for thirty. She had very little energy left. Blood vessels had burst in her eyes. 

			‘What kept you?’ Jaroslav asked the midwife. 

			‘Twins in Stará Lesna,’ the midwife told him, ‘a rainstorm in Poprad, and a stillborn in Vysoké Tatry.’

			When baby Katarína (known from that day as Katya) was born, an hour or so later, a tiny grub of an infant, underweight, blue, slick with mucus and blood, her mother Frantiska died. Baby Katya took her first breath as her mother took her last, like the blow and suck of an accordion – out, and in. One soul departed, and the other gave voice to the trauma in a wail, a cry to the gods.

			In the foothills of the Tatras the rain would often fall as snow in November. In the winter of 1952, the village would say, it fell as tears. Every household sent someone to the funeral of Frantiska Němcová and the weeping was as loud as had ever been heard in the graveyard of the small white church on the hillside where the young woman was laid to rest. Baby Katya’s grandfather Krystof (Frantiska’s father-in-law) slipped on ice on the morning of the burial, cracked his skull on the cobblestones, and came to the funeral with bloody bandages swathing his head. Six young women from the academy in Štrbské Pleso, friends of the dead woman, wearing white-and-black uniforms, looking cold against the snowscape of the High Tatras, sang a lament that started quietly like a whisper but grew into a crescendo, and the grey-coated crowd around the grave held hands with one another and murmured along with the chant. Many of the women wept. There were so many in the churchyard that latecomers had to stand behind the wall along the roadside, taking shelter under the oaks. 

			Snow began to fall as the bearers lowered the coffin into the ground.

			Baby Katya’s father, Jaroslav, like a frozen statue at the graveside, wore the same black greatcoat his grandfather had worn when he came back from the war in 1918; even stripped of all insignia and colours, and faded from years of wear, it lent him a military bearing. The long-faced priest with heavy eyebrows who swung incense over the mouth of the grave was Jaroslav’s brother Paul. He laid a hand on Jaroslav’s shoulder when the words had all been spoken, as the crowd pressed forward to throw soil. 

			Thunk. Thunk. The earth was rocky in the Tatras. It fell onto the coffin like shrapnel. 

			‘She only lived here for nine years, and yet they loved her in this village,’ the priest told Jaroslav.

			‘They did.’

			Wiping cold dirt from gloved hands, mourners lined up to pay their respects, blowing lungs of steam as they waited. ‘We are so sorry,’ they said, each one clutching young Jaroslav’s hand, some of them offering a kiss to his cheek. ‘She will be missed,’ said others. ‘God will bless her daughter,’ many said.

			A woman bent with age, her head buried beneath a black wool shawl, cupped Jaroslav’s hand into her own. ‘Does the infant have the gift?’ she asked, her voice a watery cough.

			‘She is only five days old,’ Katya’s father said. His eyes were red from weeping and from the cold. ‘How would we know? We will not know for a dozen years or more.’

			‘Do her eyes shine?’

			‘Yes, they shine.’

			The old crone kissed Jaroslav’s hands. ‘Then she has the gift,’ she said. 

			‘Perhaps,’ Jaroslav said. He returned the kiss. 

			‘I pray to God for it.’

			‘You should not. It did not bring Frantiska joy.’

			‘But I will pray all the same. It will bring her back.’ The woman released his hands.

			The priest took the old woman’s shoulder. ‘Veruska Maria, you should get out of this cold. It will kill you.’ He steered her away, her feet crunching on the newly fallen snow.

			By the time the line of mourners had shrunk to a straggle, the snow was drifting down in flakes as big as roses. ‘We should get inside,’ the priest said. ‘We should get warm.’

			‘She shouldn’t be buried like this,’ complained a farmer from Starý Smokovec. Beneath his coat he was wearing the blue one-piece boiler suit he wore to milk cows at the collective farm. ‘All this . . .’ he waved an intolerant arm, ‘. . . all this religion. This chanting. It is not the communist way.’

			‘Her family was from the West. It is what she would have wanted,’ Jaroslav said. His eyebrows hovered low over his eyes.

			‘Well, it’s too late to ask her now.’

			A man wearing no hat, the tips of his ears glowing purple in the cold, whispered something into Jaroslav’s ear, so quietly, Jaroslav had to lean close to hear it.

			‘Is it true she was in Lidice?’ he asked.

			The farmer nodded, a faint drop of his head. ‘She was.’ This reply, too, was a whisper.

			‘How did she survive?’

			‘By the grace of God,’ Jaroslav said. ‘The grace of God and a stubborn will.’

			A Russian GAZ-M20 automobile, like an overweight cockroach, was parked at the top of the lane, as close as it would dare come without running into deep snow, and the driver, a jowly man with a Bolshevik budenkova cap, sat watching the funeral stony faced without once leaving his vehicle, or turning off the engine. 

			‘Look at him,’ Krystof said to the priest, nodding up towards the man in the motor car. ‘NKVD.’ He spat into the snow as he spoke the words. ‘Russian secret police. Just in case Frantiska was a spy. Someone has been telling them stories. What do they imagine she can do, now she’s dead?’

			A tractor from the collective farm came to sweep away snow but it left a landscape of grey mud beneath its wheels. Mourners found themselves picking their way up the hill to the church hall along a perilous trackway of snow and mire. Jaroslav’s sister Marta, wearing impractical high heels, carried baby Katya, swaddled in so many blankets only the infant’s eyes showed through. In the warmth of the Tatry Kostol hall everyone wanted to see the child, but Marta was sparing. ‘She is sleeping,’ she told almost every person who tried to lean in for a closer view. 

			It was almost an hour before the baby opened her eyes and cried. The hubbub in the hall died away and the cry of the tiny infant rose above the heads of the mourners like the call of a wild bird.

			‘It’s Frantiska,’ said Verushka Maria, the old crone, her voice heavy with age, and many heads turned her way. ‘It’s little Frantiska reborn. I know that voice,’ she said. ‘I would recognise her anywhere.’
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			Katya, 1965
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			It had been a hard winter. There were snows still on the Tatras in April, and even on the foothills. The ground in the meadow field had frozen as hard as cement for four months and now, with the thaws of spring, it was as soft as marshland.

			‘I think my mother’s dreams have started,’ Katya told her father. ‘I’ve been having them for a month.’

			They were steaming the pipes of the milking machine with vapour from an iron kettle. The machine was still a novelty on the small farm. ‘Keep the teat cups clean and the cows will be spared infection,’ Jaroslav would tell his daughter. It was a lesson the collective had taught him when the device was installed. But the pipes would freeze in the cold barn, and the machinery would fail, and Jaroslav would wonder if the mechanical milker was a blessing or a curse. 

			‘Are you sure these are your mother’s dreams?’ Katya’s father asked, even though he knew the answer. 

			‘Last night I dreamed of Paris.’

			‘How do you know it was Paris?’

			‘I just know. It was a gala with lords and ladies in masks and fine dresses. A carriage with twelve white horses. Two men flying high in the sky in a balloon of blue and gold.’

			Jaroslav turned his face away. He was occupied coiling rubber piping onto a spool. When he spun an iron handle, the tubes would twist like reluctant snakes. ‘Well, those are your mother’s dreams,’ he said, after a while. He put down his spool and took his daughter’s hand. His eyes looked sorrowful. ‘So I expect you’re right. Your mother warned me, long before you were born. She told me if we had a daughter, the dreams would start sooner or later. I had hoped perhaps they wouldn’t. They won’t always be so bright.’

			‘I know they’re mother’s dreams because I remember them,’ Katya said. She unwound a strand of hair from her forehead and began to coil it around her finger, first one way, and then the other. ‘I know what real dreams are, but these aren’t the same. With real dreams I’ve forgotten them before I climb out of bed. What did I dream about? By breakfast I can never tell. But not these: these are dreams I can’t forget. They are part of me. They stay with me. The gala with the fine ladies and the golden balloon might as well have happened to me yesterday. It’s as if it was part of my own past.’

			‘I know,’ Jaroslav said softly.

			‘They’re sharp, these memories,’ Katya said. ‘So sharp that I’d recognise the faces of the people if I saw them in the street. I know their names. I know their voices. The men wore wigs with curls. Monsieur Philippe had a beard like a spear and—’

			‘Can you speak the language?’ Jaroslav asked.

			‘The language?’

			‘The language in your dream? Tu parles français?’

			The girl hesitated. ‘I don’t know.’ She looked puzzled. ‘I must have understood the language or else . . . how would I have known what was going on?’

			‘It will come to you,’ Jaroslav said. ‘I don’t claim to understand it. Your mother spoke five languages and not one of them did she learn in school. You must be strong, little Katya. Your mother would dream up memories that only her mother could have had. And now you can do the same. No one else has this gift, Katya. Just you.’

			She was thirteen, Katya, as wiry and slender as a wild deer, a farm girl from her boots to her breeches. She could rise early and slip unheard into the yard, and drive cows into the parlour before her father even appeared at the door with the ashes of his first cigarette. ‘She doesn’t look a lady,’ Krystof would say wryly of his granddaughter, and he didn’t mean it unkindly. She had the look of a girl raised by menfolk, badly combed, unpampered, a feral creature, perhaps, not tall, not girlish, not over-bathed or scented, born perhaps of wild things. She had, at thirteen, shoulders that could carry a feed sack, but little in the way of curves. Not a lady then. Yet the straw-coloured curls that framed her face seemed delicate, and her features were small, and when she soaked away the farmyard stains and pulled on one of her mother’s vests, or the red linen pinafore her aunt Marta had made for her, she could turn the head of any man in the valley. ‘She has eyes as sharp as a kite,’ her father would say of her, and this was true. She had an inquisitive expression, and a way of raising her eyebrows in disbelief if anyone tried to tell a falsehood; and she had a fire at her core that could make her very company feel dangerous, precarious, as if something within her was spoiling for a fight. Perhaps this was a teenage thing. ‘Take a deep breath,’ Jaroslav would tell her, when some injustice or other had raised her hackles. ‘It won’t help anyone if your face turns our milk to butter.’ 

			‘One day I’ll take you to Paris,’ Katya told her father, confidently. Her face displayed the insouciance of her age. ‘I don’t care about the party rules, or what the collective says, I shall take you to Paris, and show you the place in my dream where I saw the balloon.’ Her face was set in youthful determination.

			Jaroslav offered a rueful smile. ‘Maybe one day.’ 

			Katya looked down. ‘I know her name,’ she said. ‘I know the name of the woman in my dream.’

			‘You do?’

			‘Her name was Heloise.’

			‘So it was,’ Jaroslav said. ‘Your mama spoke of her often.’ He squeezed Katya’s hand. ‘They are ghosts, Katya. Ghosts. They are dead and gone. Every day when your mother rose she would say to herself, These things are past. You should say it too.’

			‘These things are past,’ echoed Katya. She lifted away her father’s arm and swung a fresh bucket onto the iron range. ‘These things are past.’

			‘It is wise not to talk about them,’ Jaroslav said. ‘Except to me.’

			‘Would people think me mad?’ Katya asked.

			‘Perhaps.’ 

			According to the files and ledgers of the committee for agriculture of the province of Prešovský-kraj, the Němcov farm should have been a jednotné roľnícke družstvo, an agricultural cooperative, owned by the people and run for the people, and managed perhaps by a graduate in dairy husbandry from a city college, answerable to the voice of the people and the rules of the party. But with just thirty-one cows, and only twenty-six in milk, they didn’t need a great deal of help from the people to manage it, and somehow the farm had remained a family affair, and no sharp young graduate had ever shown up to take over. The farm had been Krystof’s until the day a runaway bullock stamped on his left foot and broke half a dozen bones; Jaroslav had stepped in to run things, and somehow no committee had ever approved this family arrangement nor thought to rescind it. Before Krystof it had been Old Man Gregor Němcov, Krystof’s grandfather who had lived at the farm when there were no committees, and no collectives, and a farmer could own his land and sell his own produce, and do what he liked with his fields; and before Old Man Gregor, another Němcov, his full name now forgotten, and before him another, and surely another. There had been Němcovs raising cows in this valley for generations. The soil was in their blood. 

			Two boys from the nearby city of Poprad came on bicycles every day for the morning milking. They were barely older than Katya. Jordy was lanky and sharp, with a face like a rat and teeth that grew in awkward directions. ‘Good teeth to bite a man with,’ Jaroslav would say of Jordy. His father was an official in the Štátna bezpečnosť, the state security agency. Everyone would be careful on the farm to measure what they said in Jordy’s earshot. He was a reliable worker, and he seemed honest enough, but you could never be too cautious. Who knew what he might report back to his father?

			The second boy, Marat, was older but somehow still a baby. He had never taken to schoolwork, had never learned letters or numbers, and he mumbled his words so softly that few, apart from Katya, could decipher anything he said. It didn’t seem to matter. Words are not an essential currency in a milking parlour. Both boys were good with the cows, and that, Jaroslav would say, was all he needed. ‘The cows know,’ he would say, and he would tell Katya, ‘We’re lucky to have any help at all. All the village boys go to the cities these days. No one wants to milk cows anymore.’ 

			Katya’s grandfather, Krystof, would appear after breakfast with a cigarette between his lips and a shovel in his hands, ready to barrow muck out of the byre and spread new straw. On days when Katya was at school, Jaroslav’s sister Marta would walk from her job at the telephone exchange to help with the afternoon milking. Katya would help her father and the Poprad boys with the dawn milking, and afterwards she would dress for school while Jaroslav harnessed up the horse, and the boys lifted the filled milk churns onto the dray cart. It was a routine born of practice and economy of effort. In summer months they were smiles and laughter, but in the winter they would muffle up to save precious body heat, and they would pull on heavy leather gloves, and toil in silence as the east winds leaked into the byre. Jaroslav, now forty, stocky with a wide moustache and a sorrowful expression on his face, would wear a one-piece boiler suit, military winter fatigues, and a Russian ushanka hat with earflaps that tied beneath his chin. ‘These winds come all the way from Siberia,’ he would say. He would pull his hat low over his eyes and his cold nose would glow like a beacon.

			At eight o’clock in the morning, with every cow milked and the churns all filled, they would stop whatever they were doing to count the chimes from the town hall clock at Nová Vyšný and listen to the echoes of the bells down the river valley, and this would be the sign for Jaroslav to drive the milk cart to the dairy, stopping off just once at the corner of Vodárenská and Fraňa Kráľa so Katya could walk the last ten minutes to school. 

			‘One day,’ Jaroslav told his daughter as their old horse pulled them along the six-kilometre trail into town, ‘you will dream bad things.’

			Katya was silent. She was watching a rat scuttling down a ditch, its sinuous black tail drawing circles in the air. 

			‘Katya?’

			The rat disappeared into a hole.

			‘I know, Father.’

			In April the snows of the Tatras were melting. The rivers were deep with melt waters. Katya swung off the dray cart at Vodárenská and blew her father a kiss, stepping over the rebellious stream of cold mountain water that ran alongside the road. 

			‘One day,’ Jaroslav told her, leaning from the dray, ‘memories will come back to you like a flood. This is what happened to your mother. I know. She would want me to warn you. It won’t be an easy time.’

			‘These things are past,’ Katya said.

			‘They are, they are, my little Káťa. There are good things in your past, and there are bad things. There are good people and bad people. There are dreams that will wake you up with a smile, and dreams that will leave you screaming.’

			‘You have often warned me of these things, Papa.’

			‘I know. But it still won’t make it easier when the time comes. One day, too, you will learn where Heloise’s gold is.’ He grinned and blew a kiss. 

			‘Heloise had gold?’

			‘So your mama told me. Just be sure to tell no one.’

			‘I won’t.’

			In the afternoon, when there was no real work to be done, and if the skies were clear, Jaroslav would sit outside on the farm bench with Krystof, his father, both of them looking up towards the mountains as if in search of inspiration from the heavens, and they would smoke together, dark and oily tobacco rolled into papyrosas, until, on a still day, the smoke would hang over them like a cloud. Katya’s little terrier dog, Zora, would squeeze onto the bench beside them. 

			‘You should take a new wife,’ Krystof would tell the younger man, from time to time.

			‘Why should I? You never did.’

			‘Times were different.’

			‘Times are never different.’

			On this day, Jaroslav told his father about Katya’s dreams. 

			‘Everything comes around,’ the old man said. ‘We think it’ll be summer forever, but winter is always waiting.’

			‘What if she wants to leave?’ Jaroslav said. He was rolling tobacco between his fingers. ‘She is already talking about Paris. She will want to go there.’

			‘She surely will. But we are Slovaks.’ Krystof shrugged. ‘This is the East. This is not the West. Where can we go? The gates to the rest of the world are closed.’

			‘It worries me that she won’t be happy here. Not for much longer. Why should she be? She will see too much of the world in her mother’s memories. And who knows? She may want to go looking for her gold. Who could blame her? I would want to go too,’ Jaroslav said. He looked up to the mountains where the peaks were hidden in cloud. ‘I have always wanted to go. Not because of the gold.’

			‘I know,’ Krystof said. 

			‘I have lived without gold for forty years, I can live without it for forty more. But all the same. It would be good to see more of the world than this valley. Good to be able to stand up and speak my mind. Frantsya and I would make all kinds of plans, but nothing would ever come of them.’ He rolled the papyrosa between his fingers and his thumb and tamped down the tobacco. He let his voice grow quieter. ‘Frantsya wanted to show me America. She wanted me to see New York. She told me I would have been a rich man in New York. I would drive a Cadillac. We would take holidays in California.’

			‘We all have dreams,’ Krystof said. ‘Even Comrade Stalin couldn’t stop people dreaming. Heaven knows, he tried.’

			Jaroslav glanced from side to side. ‘They say if you wear black and carry weights to float just below the surface of the Danube River at the Devín Gate, after dark, with a piece of rubber hose held tight between your teeth, you can swim from Bratislava into Austria. The border goes right down the centre of the river.’

			‘You’d get shot trying,’ the old man said. ‘Plenty of people do. The Pohraniční Stráž watch the river like hawks. They shoot anything that moves.’ He scanned the farmyard to be sure Jordy was nowhere within earshot. ‘They’re the most ruthless border guards anywhere outside Berlin. They have nets in the river to ensnare you. And spotlights. And dogs.’

			‘Well then,’ Jaroslav said, lighting his cigarette and blowing smoke out between his teeth, ‘we could try a different route.’

			‘We?’

			‘I would have to go with her. She’s only a child. We could cross the Danube further east in Hungary where there are no fences, and we could find somewhere to run over the border into Austria. They say the Hungarian border is less well patrolled.’

			‘It may be less patrolled,’ Jaroslav’s father snorted, ‘but they have an electric fence 200 kilometres long. And a minefield. No one gets over it. You need to be realistic, Jarek. Katya will not be leaving Czechoslovakia soon, or any time in our lifetime. And maybe not even in her lifetime. Not this one anyway.’

			‘I have heard there are secret tunnels in Berlin.’

			‘So secret you’ll never find them. And besides, how do you plan to take Katya to Berlin? On the dray cart?’

			‘How about her dreams?’ Jaroslav asked. He held his cigarette in the centre of his lips and drew the black smoke into his lungs. ‘How will we manage without her mother here to guide her?’

			‘You’ll manage. You’re a good father. And she’s tough, your girl. Probably tougher than her mother, and her mother was tough, God rest her soul. She can bear them. Let the dog sleep on her bed.’

			‘Will it help?’

			‘I hope so.’

			One night in May, Katya woke screaming. ‘There was a man in my bed,’ she told her father.

			Jaroslav knelt by his daughter’s side to comfort her. ‘What was his name?’

			‘Miloš Seifert,’ she said. ‘He had a beard. And he stank of vodka.’

			‘Relax,’ Jaroslav said, and he stroked her hair with the back of his hand. ‘It was one of your mother’s dreams. He is not the man I warned you about. This one was your great-grandfather, married to Rosa. He was a drinker, that much I know. I suspect he smelled of whiskey. But your mother would tell me he was harmless.’

			‘Then who is the man I should be frightened of?’ Katya was shaking. She sat with her pale legs over the side of the mattress.

			‘You will meet many men in your mother’s dreams who weren’t altogether harmless,’ Jaroslav said. ‘Some women too. None of them can harm you now. They are gone. They are ghosts. And very few will harm you even in the dreams. Some will. One in particular. But you will harm him back. The past is past, my Katerina. All past.’

			In June, Zora the terrier had eight puppies. All of them survived. She whelped in the log shed, and Katya insisted they move the whole litter into the house. There were rats in the shed and rumours of a lynx in the valley. ‘A lynx could eat a puppy,’ Katya told her father. 

			‘There are lynx in the mountains, I have seen them often enough,’ Krystof said. ‘But they don’t often come down into the valley. And even if they did, they are wary of people.’

			‘But not puppies,’ Katya said.

			The pups and their mother moved into Katya’s bedroom. 

			In June six of the cows had calves. All were healthy; five were heifers, and only one a bullock. They had never had such a good calving. ‘Things are looking up for us,’ Jaroslav said. 

			‘You will be a rich man yet,’ said Krystof.

			In July a delegation from the central committee for agriculture paid a visit to the farm. Five men and two women with clipboards and stern faces stalked from barn to barn, taking notes. ‘They can take this farm away from us,’ Krystof warned his son darkly, as one of the women screwed up her face at the smells from the slurry pit.

			‘Why would they take it away? Our family has been in this valley longer than anyone can remember. No one else could farm it as efficiently as we do.’

			‘They have never liked us,’ Krystof said. ‘They can take away our farm and send us west to dig coal.’ 

			In August Jaroslav stayed out late one Sunday night in the town of Poprad drinking beers with farmers from the collectives, and on Monday morning, when Katya came downstairs for the early milking, a young woman with freckled cheeks, wearing a cotton cap, and with her hair tucked behind her ears, was in the kitchen boiling water in the kettle. ‘I’m Otillie,’ she said to Katya, blushing very slightly. ‘I’m your father’s friend.’

			‘I’m glad to meet you,’ Katya said, pulling on her boots. 

			‘I stayed overnight because it was too far to walk home last night,’ Otillie said, turning her face away so her blushes could not be seen. ‘And it looked like rain.’

			‘It’s OK,’ Katya said, tugging hard on her laces. ‘I know what men and women do in the bedroom. It is not a mystery for me. I hope you made my father happy.’

			‘I think I did.’

			‘Good.’
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			Katya, 1968
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			‘Dear God, we shall be free. We shall all be free.’ The woman in the hallway of the homestead was out of breath, untying the laces of her boots. It was still dark outside. ‘We shall all be free!’ she shouted into the kitchen. Free!’

			‘Free of what?’ Katya came downstairs to investigate the commotion. ‘Good morning, Hana Anya. This is early for you.’

			‘Is my daughter here?’

			‘She’s with Father. It isn’t five o’clock.’

			‘Call her down.’ The middle-aged woman who had burst through their door was glowing like an ember. 

			‘Otillie!’ Katya called up the stairs, ‘your mother is here,’ and then to the new arrival, ‘You’re lucky. We haven’t started milking yet. May I make you tea? A trdelnik pastry?’

			‘Pastry, yes. And coffee. With just a splash of schnapps.’

			‘What’s this about?’ Katya steered the visitor onto a kitchen stool, filled a kettle and plonked it onto the iron range.

			‘Mr Dubček has been elected,’ Otillie’s mother said. ‘Just as we all hoped. First Secretary of the Party.’

			‘A wonderful thing!’ Katya cried. 

			‘Indeed! It means change. It means our borders will open. Mr Dubček has promised to open them. He is going to stand up against Moscow and all their regulations. It couldn’t be better.’

			‘We shall be able to travel,’ Katya said, catching her breath as she spoke.

			‘I shall go to London,’ said Hana Anya. ‘I have always wanted to see London. And New York. I shall visit my half-sister in West Germany and see my nephews.’

			Jaroslav came downstairs in his boiler suit. Katya and Hana Anya had linked arms in a dance around the room. ‘Good news,’ Jaroslav said, once all had been explained. ‘But let’s not get too excited. Mr Dubček will have a great deal to do. Don’t expect him to worry too much about farmers in the Tatras.’

			‘He will open our borders,’ Hana Anya said, waving an arm in the air as if she were brandishing a flag.

			Jordy, the dairyman with the crooked teeth and with the father in the secret service, was crossing the yard with two buckets of milk. Jaroslav glanced anxiously through the window in his direction. ‘And our country will be flooded with spies from the West,’ he said, loud enough for Jordy to hear. ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Hana. I want to travel as much as any man. More than most. But I’m a good communist.’

			Krystof shuffled into the kitchen in his nightgown and sat heavily at the long table. ‘We’re all good communists in this household,’ he said as if this was something he had said a thousand times before. He started to roll up a cigarette, the first of the day.

			‘My dreams come every night,’ Katya told her father some days later as they slapped the last cow on the rump and sent her out to pasture. ‘I start to dream almost from the moment my eyes shut, and when I wake I’ve lived a dozen years and met a hundred people; I’ve married and given birth; I’ve died; I’ve crossed an ocean. I wake, and it’s always a shock.’

			‘I imagine it must be.’

			‘Last night I was in New York,’ she said. ‘I was a schoolgirl. There was a parade in the square. You wouldn’t believe it, Father. So many people. Men in hats. Horses. There were huge, tall buildings.’

			‘Her name was Rosa, the girl you dreamed about in New York. Rosa Schmidt. She was fifteen when she made that memory,’ Jaroslav said. ‘She was the same age you are now. Your mother told me many of her stories. It was 1895, a Thanksgiving Day parade on Broadway.’

			‘There were elephants,’ Katya said. ‘They walked right past me, and I reached out a hand, and one of them touched me with his trunk.’

			‘And an Irish boy gave you a bottle of liquor and you drank it together under the Brooklyn Bridge.’

			Katya laughed. ‘I haven’t had that dream yet. Perhaps I should look forward to it.’ 

			‘Maybe you should.’ Jaroslav let a short silence grow between them, then he turned to look at her. ‘Have you met Églefin yet? Roderique Églefin?’

			‘I have.’ Katya’s expression grew dark. She linked arms with her father, and together they stood and watched the heavy cattle lumbering into the meadow. 

			‘I’ll get the boys to clean the machine today,’ the farmer said. He swung the door of the byre and slid the iron bolt. ‘You get ready.’

			‘Thank you, Father.’

			‘Have you seen your gold? Heloise’s gold?’

			‘Yes.’ Her answer was quick. 

			‘You come from a very rich family, Katarína Němcová.’

			‘So I’m beginning to understand,’ Katya said.

			‘We talked about going to find it. Your mother and I. Of being rich,’ Jaroslav said. He started uncoiling the pipes of the milking machine, ready for steaming. 

			‘And would you still like it? Heloise’s gold?’

			‘Ahh . . .’ Jaroslav gave Katya an apologetic look. ‘Would I like it? Would I like to be rich? Once, perhaps. Once I might have liked it.’ He hung the rubber pipes on a nail. ‘It isn’t a question to ask of a farmer, little Katya. You’ve seen riches. You know what it’s like.’ He took his daughter’s arm and led her across the yard, glancing from side to side in case anyone might be in earshot. ‘Yet your mother would say riches aren’t made of gold, they’re made of flesh and blood. When you’re a poor farmer with only one warm coat there is much to be said for being rich. But me? I dream of other things. I dream of faraway places. I dream of a place where a man might hold his head up and walk freely, and speak his mind, where no one will tell him what he has to think, or where he has to work, or what he has to say. I dream of waking without fear – fear they will take my farm, fear they will send me to the mines. So no. I don’t want Heloise’s gold, little Katya. Besides, you can’t grow rich in Poprad. The party would take it from you and leave you poor again. So if we want riches we have to leave. And do we really want to leave this valley?’ He swung the field gate closed and together they stood, their elbows on the gate, looking out over the river meadows and the foothills to the Tatras, watching as the cows bent their heads to the tall grass. ‘Can we really find riches better than this? That’s what your mother would have said.’

			‘I know, Father,’ Katya said.

			‘I spoke to your grandfather about it many times. He swears we would all be killed if we tried to leave Czechoslovakia.’

			Katya smiled. She put her hand on her father’s arm. ‘Maybe if Mr Dubček opens the borders . . .’ 

			‘Maybe.’

			The summer of 1968 was one of the hottest in many long memories. It was in the summer of 1968 that Katya found a boyfriend and told him about her gift. It was also the summer of the shooting on the Prešov-to-Poprad road. 

			It was the summer when everything started, and the summer when so much ended. 

			An eventful summer. 

			The sun rose almost every morning out of a clear blue sky and the dark-green pastures and blue-black forests that rolled all the way north from the foothills around the industrial town of Poprad, to the high wall of the Tatras mountains, were lit with a glow that turned golden, as May became June, and as June became July, and the barley fields began to ripen, and then grow dry. One of the Poprad boys, Marat, out on his bicycle, saw the lynx stalking along the lane looking in the ditches for rats. He pedalled furiously to the farm with the news, but when everyone followed him back, the lynx had gone. 

			The other Poprad boy, Jordy, found a girlfriend, with teeth almost as crooked as his own, in Starý Smokovec, and he started humming rock and roll tunes from America, and grew his hair in a quiff like Elvis Presley. 

			Katya started dating a boy from the academy at Štrbské Pleso early in July. He was seventeen. ‘He is way too old for you,’ Jaroslav would grumble. ‘And you shouldn’t be thinking about boys. You’re only fifteen.’

			But Katya liked his company. His name was Milan Hašek and, when he wasn’t at the academy, he worked in the paper mill on the Tatrzańska River, just a few kilometres downstream from the Němcov farm. He shared a motor scooter with his brother, a Russian Vyatka VP-150 in shiny aquamarine blue, identical (so everyone would tell you) to an Italian Vespa. On the days when it was his turn to ride it – Mondays, Wednesdays, and Saturday mornings – Katya would straddle behind him, letting his hair fly into her face, holding so tight to his shirt that her knuckles turned white. Milan wasn’t an especially good-looking boy: he was slight of build, and pale of complexion, and his hair had a tendency to curl; he wore wire spectacles and he tied these around his head with twine to prevent them flying off when he was riding the scooter. But he was earnest, and Katya liked that. ‘I care nothing for looks,’ she would tell her father. ‘I only care about his heart.’ Milan read books. He talked politics. He was a party member of the youth league. ‘Are you a good communist?’ Katya would ask him. ‘Of course I am,’ he would say. ‘Are you?’ 

			‘I’m a reformist,’ she would reply, and a hint of the fire would appear in her eyes. ‘That’s the best communist in my book.’

			‘Maybe it is.’ 

			They dated but in the summer of 1968 they rarely did more than hold hands. Katya would allow Milan, sometimes, to kiss her on the cheek, and once or twice, at the end of an evening, to kiss her softly on the lips goodnight. She was in no hurry to go further, and neither, it seemed, was he. His hands didn’t roam. It was a relationship, it seemed to them both, growing out of friendship and not out of lust.

			‘Have you ever heard the Beatles?’ he asked her one day.

			‘The girls at school talk of them,’ she said.

			‘I have a record,’ he told her. ‘Do you have a machine?’

			Katya shook her head.

			‘Then you must come with me to my brother’s apartment on Záhradnícka. We can listen to it there.’

			Milan’s brother’s apartment was in central Poprad, up seven flights of stairs in the residences of the hospital where he worked as an X-ray technician. It was a single room with a single bed. His gramophone player was a Hungarian wind-up phonograph in an olivewood box case, and he treated this like the treasured possession it was, wiping it with a soft duster into all the corners before he would allow it to play. He held his long technician’s fingers to his lips. ‘We have to play this quietly,’ he whispered. ‘These walls are made of paper.’

			They huddled over the instrument. Milan gingerly lowered the record onto the turntable and lifted the heavy needle into place. His brother nervously managed the volume control.

			The sound of the music was deliciously subversive. The needle went scratch, scratch, scratch. A crash of guitars. A kind of smouldering, energetic harmony. Voices in an oddly familiar language. A thump thump of drums.

			She loves you, yeah yeah yeah . . .

			Milan’s brother dropped the volume. ‘This is not a good tune to play too loud,’ he explained. ‘They can put you in prison for playing this song.’

			It was music that could find its way into your bloodstream and swim among the veins. Katya could feel the electricity in her limbs. It was music that made you hold your breath. It was an infection that entered the body like a parasite through the ears and overwhelmed the brain. ‘She loves you,’ she whispered to Milan in English, her eyes half closed with the pleasure of it, but he too was in the trance the music created, his head swaying like a willow in a high wind. 

			Milan slid his hands around her waist and they let their foreheads touch, and they were glowing with the heat from the music. They played both sides, and the songs were curiously foreign but deliciously magnetic and Katya could feel the music in her bones. 

			‘It’s English,’ Milan explained to Katya. ‘English words.’

			‘I know,’ Katya said, and surprisingly she did. ‘It means she,’ and she pointed to herself, ‘loves,’ and she pointed to her heart, ‘you,’ and she pointed to Milan.

			Afterwards, when they had played the record a dozen times, they hummed the tunes together on Štefánikova Street by the river, walking back to the bus stop, and Katya tried to teach Milan the words. ‘Yuh yuh yuh,’ he sang. ‘Yuh yuh yuh.’

			‘How did you understand the English words?’ he asked her. He linked his hand with hers.

			‘There’s a lot about me you don’t know.’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘My father doesn’t like me to talk about it.’

			‘Your father isn’t here.’

			She smiled at this. ‘It isn’t a secret in Nová Vyšný,’ she said. ‘But I don’t discuss it much. Sometimes the old women of the village will ask me. They call it my mother’s gift.’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘I don’t think it’s a gift. I call it my mother’s ghosts.’ She took a breath. The sun was high in a perfect sky, not a sign of a cloud. ‘There is something odd about my family line,’ she said, looking at his face. ‘I think it’s something that happens to us in the womb. Some sort of curious alchemy or magic. Who knows? Something that happened to me. A strange thing.’

			‘In the womb? What is it?’ He was curious now. They walked together onto the bridge. This was Poprad, a featureless town, a poor community of square, concrete apartment blocks and wide, quiet roads, but the riverbank had some charm, especially in the summer. They stood and looked down the avenue of trees along the water’s edge. There were cyclists gliding past with bags on their backs. There was a woman walking a child. They lingered for a while to soak up the view.

			Katya hummed the tune. ‘She loves you . . .’ She laughed at his reaction. ‘I have my mother’s memories,’ she said, at last. She turned to look away from him. ‘Don’t laugh. They come to me in dreams.’

			‘You have your mother’s memories?’ He sounded uncertain. 

			‘And my mother had her mother’s memories, so I have those as well. And her grandmother’s memories, and back, and back, and back. I have all my mother’s lives.’ They stopped to lean on the rail over the narrow river. Katya stooped to pick up a pebble and she dropped it into the dark water. Make a wish, one of her more distant fathers would say. Drop a stone in the water and make a wish. 

			‘Back . . . forever?’ Milan asked. He was holding his expression well.

			‘No, not forever,’ Katya said. She was looking far away. ‘There was a first . . .’

			He raised his eyebrows.

			‘A woman called Heloise Maria Montbelliard, one of the smartest women of her time.’

			‘I see.’ Milan allowed his forehead to frown very slightly. He tried her name, ‘Heloise Maria . . .’

			‘Montbelliard.’

			‘Not a Slovak name,’ he said.

			‘No.’

			‘And . . . she was the first?’

			‘Yes.’

			He looked at her, almost uncertain what to ask. ‘And you actually know her name?’

			‘This is silly. Of course I know her name,’ Katya said, a little crossly. ‘I have her memories.’ She slid an arm around Milan’s waist. ‘I know this must seem odd to you. It seems pretty odd to me too, and I live with it all the time. But I remember Heloise’s life. Not every detail, but it’s like a childhood memory, there are bits here, and bits there, and there are bits missing. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle where you only have a few dozen pieces and a hundred are lost, but it doesn’t matter, you can still understand the picture. You have the important pieces. That’s what it’s like. Some memories are so sharp, they might have happened to me yesterday. Others are dim, confused. Others ought to be there, but when I go to look for them they’re gone. Just like ordinary memories, I suppose. I remember days, and people, and conversations. I remember places. And faces. And meals. I remember gardens, and trees, and my favourite horses. I remember dogs. I remember teachers. I remember friends and enemies. I remember bedrooms, and cold winters, and hot summers. I remember boyfriends, and lovers, husbands, and children. I remember Heloise’s past as if . . . well, maybe as if it were my own. And perhaps it is.’

			Milan looked unsteady. ‘I’m not sure what to say,’ he said.

			‘In the old days,’ Katya said, ‘they would have burned me as a witch.’

			They walked from the bridge to the bus stop on Štefánikova and Milan touched Katya’s hand as she boarded the bus. ‘Tomorrow?’ he said. He gave her the soft kiss she allowed him.

			‘Don’t be too freaked out,’ she said. ‘Or I’ll wish I had never told you.’

			‘Tomorrow,’ he said, and he smiled to let her know he was all right.

			‘She loves you,’ she said.

			‘Yeah yeah yeah.’

			How blissful to sleep. On winter mornings, when the dying embers of the kitchen fire had given up trying to keep the house warm, when trails of frost grew up the windows like the maps of frozen rivers, Katya would lie buried beneath woollen blankets and her mother’s Barguzin fur wrap, balanced in that sublime world between sleep and wakefulness. Half an hour, perhaps, until Jaroslav’s old alarm would ring and summon them all to milking. Half an hour of undiscovered pleasure. She could open and shut her dreams now, like books from the shelf. She could close her eyes and choose, could pick a place to go, a time, a date, a ghost to take her there.

			She had eight lifetimes to explore. Or so it seemed. If she closed her eyes she could journey back to any one of them. Relax. Breathe. And the memories would come. 

			She could see the drawing room of a fine French chateau, could smell the tallow candles and hear the snorting of teams of horses, the click-click of servants’ feet on the tiles, and the laughter of guests. A harpsichord would chime. There would be dancing. Wine would come in flagons. The sky was cornflower blue. There were sunflowers growing around the lawns. A great statue of a sea god poured water from his fingertips into a fountain. She could see all this. She could imagine descending the stairs, and there, instead of the cold stone floor, and the bare larder, and the hungry cattle of the Němcov farm, would be maids bearing silver trays with oysters and raspberries and soft cheeses and cold meats. The house would smell of warm baked bread.

			She could, if she chose, become Sophia Lester, blonde and formidable, an English lady with a town house in St Mary-le-Bow, and a country house in Stafford, and a lady’s maid from Edinburgh, and a husband in the royal court. Ha ha ha – she could hear English laughter, and smell the stink of London drains, and feel the itch of London fleas, and taste the curdled milk in the pudding rice. She could feel the scurrying tap-tap of mice on her bedclothes. She could look from her window and see rainclouds clearing and sunshine peeking through. 

			She could be Margaret Schmidt, four storeys up in two small rooms of a Brooklyn brownstone with a view over the East River to New York City. Out on Bedloe’s Island in the bay they were building the pedestal for a giant statue (the biggest in the world, they boasted), and Margaret’s husband Otto ran a team of construction workers there, and every one of them spoke a different language. ‘It’s der Turmbau zu Babel,’ he would tell her, the Tower of Babel. ‘We should go back to France and look for my family’s gold,’ Margaret would urge him, but Otto, like many of the husbands in her memory, was dubious about her gift. ‘Tell me where to find it,’ he would say, and he would look at her with an expression that spoke of disbelief, ‘and I will send some of my men.’ 

			‘But I don’t know where to send them,’ she, Margaret, would protest, not altogether truthfully. ‘I will recognise it when I see it. That’s all I can say.’

			She was Katya Němcova, a farm girl from the Slovak mountains, a dairymaid with hands already hard from toil, with a face becoming weathered from sun and from wind; and yet she could, if she closed her eyes, become Rosa Schmidt, Margaret Schmidt’s daughter, who danced the ballet, and travelled from New York to Paris in search of a secret fortune, and married the man she met during a storm on the Atlantic, Miloš Seifert, an importer of liquors; Miloš plied her with rye whiskey, and held her close as their boat fought the storm. Or another day she might be Esme Seifert, Rosa’s daughter, a Parisienne belle, who wore broad-brimmed hats and skirts to the ankle. Esme married a Viennese doctor, Bernard Dvorak, a specialist in dream psychology, a man who promised to cure her of the false memories that woke her every night. Esme was Frantiska’s mother. She died in 1932 when Frantiska was nine. Her dreams had never been cured. 

			Katya’s inner world was a riot of memories. ‘Where are you today?’ Papa would sometimes ask, when Katya’s eyes were closed, when her concentration slipped, when she seemed unnaturally focused on the far horizon. ‘New York today? Dijon? Vienna?’ Sometimes it could be all three. Sometimes, as she would tell her father, the memories weren’t her own. They belonged to a third person. They played in her head like the pirouetting of dancers in a theatre. But at other times they were her eyes. Katya’s eyes. A man in her bedroom bleeding like a stuck pig when she was Marianne Muse and the year was 1813. This memory never felt like Marianne’s memory. It was her own. It was Katya’s. It was a brutal, bloody, vengeful memory, sharp and clear.

			She had given birth. Sylvie was her first in 1784 when she was twenty-five, and she, then Heloise Montbelliard, lady of the Chateau, bled so badly that she fell into a stupor and the priest was sent for to chant the last rites, and he put his hand on her face, and his hand stank of incense so strong, it tore her from her slumber. She gave birth in 1814, this time as Marianne Muse, to Marguerita, a bastard child, and this time there was no priest to bring her round from the pain and the weakness, only the cold winter wind of a Salzburg brothel and the crying of a hungry infant. 

			Birthing. Nine children she had carried. Every one a girl. Every memory ended with a birth. That was the way it worked. A mother’s memory ended, and before too long, a child’s memory would begin. One child had been cut from her when her life was gone. It was a missing memory. Another child, she knew, was Katya Němcova, was herself. How strange. How curious that she could remember the pain of her own birth, the desperate midwife, the wind at the door, the hot hand of her anxious husband, and then she could remember no more.

			How strange.

			‘Your dreams are phantoms created by the unconscious mind,’ her husband Bernard Dvorak used to tell her when she was Esme. ‘They are apparitions. Inventions. There is no mechanism, no ether, no biological fluid, no conduit to carry memories from a mother to a child.’

			And yet there was. 

			Once, in 1922, she, as Esme, just twenty-one years old, travelled with Bernard on a sea voyage to Southampton and onwards by train to London, and there she showed him places she knew, locations she had visited as Sophia Lester three generations earlier, and later as Margaret, Sophia’s daughter. ‘Around this corner will be steps that go down to the river,’ she told him, ‘and a statue of a king mounted on a horse. And up that alley is an inn called The Lion, and two of the windows are false.’ Yet many of her recollections had been overwritten by the passage of time. The pub wasn’t there. The king had gone. And even when her memories proved accurate, Bernard was unmoved and unconvinced. ‘You read this all in books,’ he told her. ‘You have seen the Illustrated London News.’

			Memories. How fragile they sometimes seemed. Most came unbidden in her sleep, but not all of them. Some came suddenly in daylight, like unwelcome interlopers at a party, a flash, an image, a scene, intruding on her day. Her hand would fly to her mouth. What had she just remembered? Running down a long, dark tunnel. The Te Deum. The funeral of the Queen’s consort when she was just six; gold coins in the hems of her skirts; Lidice. She had seen, as Esme, as a seventeen-year-old, the bodies of Austrian soldiers from the Kaiserschlacht offensive of 1918, carried back to Vienna on open wagons, heaped like soiled laundry, stinking, still dripping blood into the street. She had seen days of sunshine, and days of rain. There were wedding days she could revisit. Rosa’s wedding to Miloš in Paris on a day in 1900 when the cherry blossoms were in bloom and the World Fair was in the city and everyone wore fine clothes; and along with all the wedding guests they saw the great telescope, and watched a cinéorama projection of Salomé, and travelled in a lift to the first level of the Eiffel Tower and walked to the Palais de l’Électrique when night fell to see the thousand multicoloured lights. Or the little, intimate wedding in the Tatry Katolícky Kostol when Frantiska married Jaroslav, when the sun shone and the guests sang old Slovak songs and drank slivovica into the early hours of the morning. Or the grand wedding of Heloise and Jean Sebastien with four hundred guests in wigs and lace, and Jacques-Étienne Montgolfier releasing one hundred paper balloons each with a sputtering, mutton-fat candle, when all the lords and ladies stood outside on the lawns and watched the lanterns rising, precious orbs of light, each a tiny life seeking out a destiny in the night sky before they flickered their last and were gone.

			Sometimes, for a day or two at a time, Katya could keep the memories at bay. They were there, like books in a library, flaunting their seductive spines but never opened, their secrets hidden. But on other days she would retreat into the worlds she had left behind, a visitor from a curious future, looking strangely on this antique world of horses, and brave ideas, and revolutions, and killings. On these days she would try to be alone with the memories. She would linger in the milking parlour when all the cows were back at pasture, or she would find her way to a quiet place, a hillside, a forest glade, a hidden corner of the meadow, where she could become Heloise again, just for an hour.

			They saw the lynx the next day. It was hunting mice in the river meadow. At first they thought it might be a domestic cat, slinking almost unseen within the long grasses, but it was way too large. It emerged into a clearing and they could see it well. It had spots like a leopard and ears tipped with black tufts of fur like misplaced decorations. They stood and watched it, Katya and Milan, hand in hand and barely breathing in case the noise might frighten it away. 
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