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  ‘Open up, Florianska Gate, open up.’




  But was there really any need? There hadn’t been a gate for years.




  Besides, she could go under or over the old stone arch.




  ‘Open up,’ she whispered, with a laugh that defied refusal.




  And then she flew over the top. Ten minutes previously Alina, Alinka (that’s little Alina) had descended from low cloud over the Wawel Cathedral. Then she’d seen the sloping tin

  roofs of the church, bright with rain like a well-scrubbed kitchen table. Already she was wondering: should I land? Then she’d glimpsed the turrets and towers, like peeled half-onions, but

  upside down. Where to land? She banged a leg against some jutting brickwork with a crucifix perched on top. She remembered not to swear. But the shudder went up her spine and along her upper row of

  teeth. She bit her tongue. She swore. The chair swerved violently and she came face to face with a toothless gargoyle. But she was not scared; it looked like the man next door who came home drunk

  on a Saturday night. He always drank without his teeth, you see, just to be on the safe side.




  And so over the Florianska Gate she goes and down to street level, where the peasant women stand up to their ankles in the gathering dusk. Each time they pluck a bunch of blooms from their green

  buckets and shake off the drops of water in front of them, a little more of the night bursts on the pavement and begins to spread about them. Alinka flies on, somehow unseen. A woman? Why, yes,

  she’s thirty years old, but flying like this, she sees herself as Alinka. Perhaps it’s safer, this diminutive Alina. Perhaps she’s lighter, smaller, a goblin of sorts, tucked in a

  pocket of her homeland. And who would have thought she could fly?




  Not her mother for sure. She’d been a teacher. And they don’t teach you things like that, do they? Or her father? Never! He always wanted to feel himself ankle-deep in the soil. Then

  maybe Alinka herself? They used to say her imagination would get the better of her, though in her dreams she always travelled underground.




  An hour earlier, she’d been in the cafe, Jama Michalika, sitting in a mahogany chair the colour of freshly brewed coffee, no, the colour of the River Wisla at night, no, the colour of

  Marek’s eyes, no, don’t think of him, Alinka, she told herself. These great wing-backed chairs are surely built for dreamers, she thought, for thinkers, for fairy tales. They are seats

  for drinking mysterious green liquids that make you see the world through a match’s flame, a seat for eating scrambled eggs from a vessel like a soldier’s mess tin, scraping the metal

  into music with a huge fork, a seat from which to smile at the pretty staff in their lace blouses and black skirts tucked like enormous wings, who have trained their feet to be quieter than the

  whispers of the regulars who have sat so long in the musky corners that the green velvet upholstery seems to have grown over them so you see only the light of their spittle as if they’re

  gargling fragments of mercury, perhaps from sucking too many thermometers – ‘Piotr, are you ill?’ And the whites of their eyes! As if locked in perpetual astonishment. Oh, how

  Alinka didn’t want to end up like them. Well, she’d quite like to be astonished, perhaps, but not forever.




  But that seat! A throne, almost, but then you might one day be deposed, and this chair was not for deposing. No, it’s a wishing-dreaming chair or, even better, a wishful-thinking chair so

  that she could wishfully think for a moment that she was Alina, Alinka, little Alina growing up in Kraków all over again. But although she did see herself up there as Alinka, she

  didn’t really want any of that all-over-again business, no, not all over again, because it’s far too easy to get stuck in a loop and keep going round and round until your teeth fall

  out, and she wasn’t about to become like her father who spent the last hour of every evening harking back to old times when, apparently, you could look out of the window any time of the day

  or night and everything would be where it should be and everyone knew what it was they had to do and how much they would get for it and so everyone did it and was grateful and equal and fair. After

  each meal, her father would pat his stomach and say, ‘Now I know where my soul is sitting.’ Even though Alinka was due to start a new job in Paris in a week’s time, she

  didn’t really know where her soul was sitting. Not at all. For it wasn’t sitting, was it? Perhaps dashing, sprinting, flying but not sitting, surely? And how on earth was she going to

  catch up with it, and so begin a lasting correspondence?
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