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  Dedication




  This book is dedicated to Radhna Pope, my wife and best friend. To my mother and father, Maurice and Theresa Pope, and family and friends who encouraged the work. I would also like to express my gratitude to the novelist, Michael Cawood Green without whose meticulous assistance this novel might not have seen the light of day. Ultimately, to the people of Poland who inspired this story and who assisted me in my efforts.




  Chapter 1




  A little girl traced the outline of the passing landscape with her finger onto the windowpane. Her hand moved quicker and quicker, window painting each scene before it receded from view. Komisarz Pawel Klusek was less than captivated. It annoyed him that Zajac had summoned him to Krakow. He turned and looked out of the window. Horses ploughing, a very old man digging in a field, young boys on their way to school kicking a football, a railway worker urinating against a fence turning to look as the train passed. The railwayman wore an oily green woollen cap and smiled, showing large yellow teeth. Then more children, a line of them, walking across the grassland coming closer into view, the oldest of the three grabbing her brother’s dawdling arm and stomping off with him. They drew away, perpendicular to the train, and were gone as it cut through a small hill.




  Klusek yawned. The clack of the wheels on the track was punctuated by the clicking of a woman’s tongue. It was a nagging thing that irritated him more than the jilt of the train. She was a thin lady, who did this as she marked a student paper. Engrossed, she flipped through the pages and then turned back. She made notes on the script, using the little table by the window to press on. To him she pretended too much with her exclamations and fierce scribbling, exaggerating the importance of what she was doing.




  He settled against the protruding corner of the headrest. He’d once watched a young man sleep against the vibrating window of a PKS bus as it chugged through the Swi ę tokrzyskie Mountains and was amazed that the vibrations didn’t wake the youth. Later, when the youngster awoke, Klusek noticed a greasy smudge from his hair on the window. Klusek dozed and awoke later as the train slowed, approaching Kozlow.




  A man in a blue suit stood up and nodded goodbye to everyone in the compartment, rigid as if to attention. He wore a “Herbalife” button. When he alighted from the train he went and stood near a little brick station house. He checked his watch, as if he was in a hurry, as if someone was meant to be there to meet him. Klusek sensed it was all for show.




  The train was now passing through the outskirts of Krakow. Klusek got to his feet and stepped into the corridor. Opening the window a little, he lit a cigarette. The man in the blue suit was familiar to him, connected with the memory of something unpleasant. But Klusek couldn’t place him. He finished his smoke and shut the window against the icy draught, wondering when spring would truly begin.




  Klusek left the train at the central station in Krakow and descended into the pedestrian subway with its vendors where he bought a pack of cigarettes and then made his way up and out the other side. He turned right and then left at the theatre into Szpitalna and trod all the way down to the edge of the small square, the Maly Rynek, where he took another right and continued to Rynek Glowny, the main square.




  He found Café Ras and sat just inside, hard against the window. He ordered a pint of Zywiec beer and then checked his wristwatch—it had just gone 13:30. The meeting was for 13:30, but there was no sign of Zbigniew.




  Klusek wiped condensation from the windowpane to make more of the square visible. He craned his neck to see as much as he could, Sukiennice the market building, horses that draw carriages tucking into their nosebags, Justus patrols in elongated golf carts, nothing more than mafia. He wiped more furiously, his hand moving quicker and quicker to catch each scene before condensation misted it over. He tried to see the tower of the Church of Saint Mary. At 14:00 the bugler would open a shutter and play the Hejnal across the city, but from where he sat he couldn’t make it out.




  * * * *




  Mayor Zbigniew Zajac walked with confident strides across Rynek Glowny. He’d long ago stared Klusek down. He no longer needed to prove who was the more powerful of the two, having won that struggle when they each represented very different sides. It was Klusek who’d sat in the front seat of a motorcar, arm slung behind the driver, head turned back to interrogate, all those years ago. Klusek who was threatening to arrest all the Solidarity leaders in lower Malapolska if they didn’t back down from their demands over safety at the Lenin Foundry. It was all bluff on the part of Solidarity. A trade union wouldn’t seriously jeopardise the jobs of over twenty thousand workers.




  In Zbigniew’s mind, Klusek would always be symbolic of the ugliness of Krakow at that time, unattractiveness both literal and moral.




  “If you do that, then I’ll take every worker in Krakow out on strike.” Zbigniew had used “I,” and not, “we” when he said this. Zbigniew was the leader of Solidarity for Krakow. Against the ethos of Solidarnosc—the team spirit—he acted unilaterally. How else was he to act after being forced into the back of the policeman’s Lada between two low-class ZOMO thugs?




  Klusek had relented. “Don’t take them out on strike. I’ll see what I can do.”




  But now Zbigniew had a special favour to ask of him. He entered Ras and looked around. The komisarz was small in stature and at first he didn’t notice him sitting there, so very near the window, obscured by the door. He joined him and also ordered a Zywiec. Zbigniew smiled at the police officer. They said nothing as the bugler began to play and the notes drifted out to the first of the four corners of Krakow, towards Wawel Castle and Kaziemerz City. They waited as he played to another part of the city, towards the train station and the Hotel Polonia. Now it was their turn. Zbigniew wiped the window using the right sleeve of his woollen jacket. He looked up as the wooden shutters at the top of the Church opened, so that he could make out a filigree of brass. The notes floated down towards them across Rynek Glowny.




  Zbigniew was worried. He lit a cigarette. He never smoked, except occasionally a pipe. But that was different. That was status or something men of his station did. It wasn’t really smoking. Cigarettes are a nervous condition.




  “It’s thanks to you that I never completely gave this up,” Zbigniew said.




  Klusek smiled, and Zbigniew well knew he’d heard this excuse before. Zbigniew had quit smoking for three years and then started again with the pressure put on Solidarity by the SB, Security. The worry of expecting to be arrested at any time caused him to return to that vice, or so he always said.




  “We have a problem.”




  “Yes, what problem do you have?”




  The Mayor winced at the way Klusek answered him—the man knew his rhetoric from old.




  Zbigniew drained his beer and wiped froth from his beard.




  “You know about this girl who’s missing from Starachowice?”




  “Yes, I’ve been informed. Katarzyna Baran’s her name, but Inspektor Maciej Skora’s handling the case.”




  “Yes I know.” Zbigniew turned as the waitress asked them if they wanted more drinks. He ordered vodka instead of beer.




  “Would you like some barszcz with that?”




  “No, I’m fine for now.”




  “Look, this thing is very bad, Klusek. The problem is complicated for us. I’ve read Maciej’s initial report, thanks to my acquaintance with your boss, Dyka. He doesn’t seem to have any ideas.”




  “He’s a methodical investigator.”




  “That’s quite possibly the problem, Pawel. Believe me, I’m not trying to tell the police how to do their job, but I need a person with brains and a bit of imagination who can help me out, and your boss agrees. We need someone who can find this girl and quickly.”




  “What’s your particular interest in this?”




  Zbigniew sighed.




  “The missing girl, Kasia Baran, is a student at my College. As you’re aware, our funding comes from the European Union, Germany mostly. Representatives will be here soon for our first graduation and her being missing looks very bad, especially having it in all the newspapers like it is.” Zbigniew lowered his voice. “There are those who would exploit this against us.”




  “I see.”




  “Dammit! Klusek, don’t be so dense. We’re joining the European Union soon. Do you know how damaging it is for our image?” Zbigniew said this with his shoulders hunched and his face tilted forward, the full effect heightened by his munificent grey beard. “You must get to the bottom of it.”




  “I’ll look into it.”




  Zbigniew could tell that Klusek felt his need and was enjoying the measure of power it gave him.




  “It’s very important.”




  “I’ll have to confirm all this with Dyka. You know that?”




  “Of course I do, just find her.”




  They drank in silence and after a while, Zbigniew summoned the waitress to order bigos for them. He, at least, needed something homely and filling to settle his nerves. He removed his mobile telephone from an inside pocket of his jacket and switched it on. It rang almost immediately. He turned away from Klusek to take the call. Then he placed his hand over the mouthpiece and turned back.




  “Dublin,” he said.




  * * * *




  Zbigniew spoke on the phone in English, and Klusek, who understood the language perfectly, looked out of the window.




  Would Poland really be better off as part of the European Union, Klusek wondered. Certainly it was a vision for Poland, but a vision belonging to some more than others.




  Zbigniew ended the call and immediately it rang again.




  “Germany,” he said. Klusek looked out of the window once more. Now he was looking away from something, somewhat embarrassed by this flaunting of technology and the chumminess of pan-European networking. Mostly, though, he was looking away from the infantile expression on Zbigniew’s face. It reminded him of the look that former Minister of Internal Affairs, Czeslaw Kiszczak, perennially had on his face. It also reminded him of the look on the face of the man wearing the blue suit...




  He’d been on a train travelling through a forest comprised mostly of Baltic Pine. The wooden forester’s lookout towers, dwarfed by the line of trees, got him wondering how effective they would really be against a fire, being a wooden thing against a wooden thing on fire. That was when the man in the blue suit had entered the compartment and greeted everyone in an odd formal manner before sitting down. The way a young boy would have greeted a room full of adult men, Klusek thought.




  The waitress now set his plate of bigos on the table before him. Klusek noticed that she had large hands. This wasn’t unique because many Polish women have big hands. But hers reminded him of hands that were once much nearer to his face, hands that he’d pushed away without a second thought. Those hands would always seem larger than life within the space of the pleading they were helping to deliver.




  She was a beautiful young woman, barely a woman—tall and blonde, narrow waist, small breasts, blushing and pretty face. Her hands, those big hands, had pleaded with him. He remembered her hands and her beautiful blue eyes. He remembered those things about her and knew that every day afterwards he would stop the enemy, to stop the need for this to ever happen to a lovely young Polish woman again, but to do that he would have to destroy this one in front of him now. This vulnerable and beautiful little enemy, who had tried to act appropriately even in terms of the stress of interrogation, even as they did subtle, undetectable, yet painful things to her body after working with her mind had produced no results. Klusek doubted whether she knew anything of value anyway. At least, he doubted she knew the value of what she knew.




  She was an extraordinarily fine-looking young woman. Her legs, thought Klusek, were slim but with that muscular tissue that he himself found very attractive in the opposite sex. She was a virgin and the younger officers reacted differently to this. She overly-excited them sexually, and he was too slow to notice what was coming over them.




  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said as she urinated on herself. Self consciously, she wiped the tears and saliva from her face with the underside of her arm as she spoke to the young men, as if she’d dressed up for a party and they wanted to dance with her. Klusek noticed delicate, downy hairs on her forearms caught in the light.




  “I’m Ola. I don’t know your names.” She winced with pain. They taunted her form. Told her how desirable she was. Any one of them would have asked her out under normal circumstances, but not today. She felt her body being stretched and parts of it almost dislocating, but the procedure always stopped before any real physical damage was done. And even if a dislocation occurred, it could always be set straight. She tried to keep control but instead wet herself once more.




  The young officers then understood more and more the joke of a beautiful girl being nothing more than flesh around waste product just above where you fuck her. They liked this. She sensed it in them, but Klusek did not. He left the room against the rules to take a call from Minister Kiszczak himself.




  “Please let me tidy myself,” she said. “I don’t want to be filthy,” she cried out. “Please, let me make myself look pretty.” He heard her say these things as he walked out the door. At the time he’d thought nothing of it.




  They washed her with a hosepipe. She made a mewing sound as they raped her, as she bled down the inside of her thighs. It was while they were doing this that Klusek returned to the room.




  Even then, the young officers had to be physically pulled off her. The girl had fainted. Klusek ordered them from the room. This rape was now his responsibility as she was in his custody. This kind of thing was never acceptable and there would be hell to pay.




  Again from somewhere deep inside of her came a mewing sound. He broke her neck as she struggled, having begun to regain consciousness. Afterwards, he paid no particular attention to her lifeless form. Her eyes remained open. Her body lay naked. Later, he weighted her down and threw her into Zalew Lubianka, a lake on the outskirts of Starachowice.




  Minister Kiszczak circumspectly praised him for his actions. Klusek’s orders were that there must be no trace of the investigation.




  “The girl would have been locked up for good, anyway, so perhaps this way was better, as long as you covered your tracks,” Kiszczak said.




  “Yes,” Klusek replied.




  “Good! We know what happened to those three who killed Father Popieluszko.” Kiszczak twisted his mouth. “Still, it’s unfortunate.” You’ve dealt with those concerned?”




  “They’ve been disciplined.” Klusek cleared his throat. “No, in fact, they’ve been discharged from service.”




  Kiszczak raised his eyebrows.




  “Misconduct,” Klusek said.




  “It’s a pity.”




  Klusek was silent.




  “If any of this came out, then the assassination of Popieluszko would pale by comparison. It would be very damaging to the SB.” Kiszczak had had that infantile expression on his face.




  Klusek’s role in Department IV, churches and religious organisations, was temporary and he remembered how he’d looked forward to returning to his duties with Department I, foreign intelligence. Going back to Berlin would keep his wife, Mira, out of his hair.




  He was never sent back, though. In spite of how much Kiszczak reassured him over the affair he received a sideways transfer into Studies Bureau, combating organised opposition. Klusek always detested that infantile expression on Kiszczak’s face. He disliked it now just as much on Zbigniew’s.




  Chapter 2




  Piotrek entered Hotel Alef and was taken to a time known only to him through anecdotes narrated by his grandparents. Selfish tales some of them too, like the one told by his maternal grandmother who’d lived during the war years in Mazuria.




  In the winter of 1943 she was alone with her four children on their little farm. Her husband had been forced by the Nazis to work on the docks in East Prussia. Three groups fought in the surrounding forests, Polish partisans, Red Army soldiers, and the Germans. Without asking her permission, the partisans took all they found on her farm and slaughtered any chickens or pigs. The Red Army soldiers did the same, but at least they shared the food with her and her children. The Nazis, and some of these were camp guards, would always ask politely if she’d anything for them to eat. One officer even gave her a violin as payment for a pig and some pickled cucumbers he took for his men.




  Piotrek had inherited the violin after her death. It bore the name “Grynbaum” inscribed on the fingerboard and that was why he decided to give it to his Jewish friend, Isaac Kalaman.




  He carried the fable of the violin with him as he approached Isaac who was sitting behind the reception counter.




  “Eggs yes; no bacon, no pork, no Palestinians, this is a Jewish hotel. I can give you eggs and cold meat, like chicken and beef.” Isaac replaced the telephone receiver.




  Piotrek extended his arms as he approached his friend.




  “Piotrek, you’ve arrived.” They kissed three times on the cheek.




  “Co slychac?”




  “Wszystko w porzadku, dziekuje—a co u pana?”




  “Dobrze!”




  Their greeting was delivered with the formality of friends who hadn’t seen each other for a long time.




  Isaac led the way through into a large dining room. They sat down on two comfortable wing-backed chairs near a sizeable and beautifully-tiled heating stove.




  “Is this original?” Piotrek indicated the brazier in the shape of a castle tower, its tiles glazed in hues of brown, green, and pink, each patterned with a leafy bud attached to a creeper that flowered, as one’s eye ran upwards, into bloom.




  “No, it’s a very expensive copy.”




  “I’ve brought you a present.” Piotrek removed the violin from its case and handed it across the table to his friend.




  “It’s beautiful.” Isaac examined the instrument as Piotrek related its tale to him. “I think,” Isaac rose from his chair, “I’ll place it here in a glass case.” He stood near an upright piano and indicated a patch of wall next to an antique map depicting the Kaziemerz alongside ancient Jerusalem.




  Piotrek signalled agreement.




  Isaac returned to his chair, carefully inserted the violin back into its case, and placed it on the table. “It’s a wonderful gift, Piotrek. Dziekuje bardzo!”




  “Prosze bardzo!” Piotrek said.




  “How are your mother and father?” Isaac asked.




  “They’re fine. They’ve bought the community block flat we grew up in, in Kielce. How are your mom and dad,” Piotrek asked.




  “Good, good,” Isaac answered.




  “And your cousin Joanna?” Piotrek asked.




  “She’s very well, married and living in Warszawa.”




  “What does she do in Warszawa?” Piotrek asked.




  “She works for LOT. You’re in Wachock, aren’t you?” Isaac asked.




  “Yes, at the abbey there.”




  “I still can’t believe you actually became a monk.” Isaac grinned. “But then you always were a bit queer in that way.”




  * * * *




  The first time they’d met, Isaac declared emphatically. “I’m not a Jew. Don’t you know there are no Jews left in Poland?”




  “Why is that?” Piotrek eyed him with a slight amount of suspicion.




  “Because of the pogrom, here in Kielce,” Isaac said.




  “I’ve never heard of it.” Piotrek’s family didn’t speak of the Kielce pogrom.




  Isaac then told of how in July of 1946 young Henryck Blaszcyk had run away to the village of Bielaki. The boy’s family had stayed there during the war and only very recently moved back to Kielce. He was homesick for the place he now thought of as home. When Henryck returned to Kielce three days later he told a tale that a man had kidnapped him and held him in a cellar along with another boy and that they'd escaped before being murdered. After further questioning he revealed that his kidnapper was a Jew.




  The rumour spread that Jews were kidnapping and murdering Polish children. The townspeople of Kielce killed thirty-nine Jews and two Poles who tried to help the Jews.




  According to Isaac, the rest of the Jews in Poland left because of this.




  “So you see I can’t be a Jew because there are no Jews left in Poland.”




  “That’s a lie.”




  “No, it isn’t. I’m really not a Jew and I can prove it.”




  “Prove it then.”




  Isaac began to unzip his flies.




  “Aaagh no, okay, I believe you.”




  Later, whilst biting into a large red apple and the juice of it running down the sides of his mouth, Isaac added, “I’m quite the biggest gossip in Kielce. I’m famous for starting rumours and telling tales. Do you think I’d spread tittle-tattle like I do if I knew what it did to my own people—if I was a Jew, that is?”




  At the time Piotrek didn’t really know what to believe of the things Isaac told him, who then changed the conversation to the lewd level that was to make up most of their childhood banter. Such as gossiping about pani Gatch who was married to the baker on ulica Czarnowska, she was young and pretty and he was old enough to be her father, etcetera.




  * * * *




  Isaac’s mother used to use the story of Henryck Blaszcyk as a fable to illustrate the moral consequences of lying. She demonised Henryck to mythical proportions. Yet, it was the picture of that boy looking at the diffuse blur of his father through tear-filled eyes that became indelibly impressed upon the mind of young Isaac.




  He’d imagine Henryck’s father as he fingered his belt.




  “Tell me where you’ve been or I’ll beat the living daylights out of you.” Curious neighbours drifted towards the spectacle. A man spoke up. Isaac pictured him kneeling before the child.




  “Tell him, Henryck. Tell your father where you’ve been.” He had blue eyes, this man, and his gaze pierced into Henryck’s. “Tell us what happened, Henryck?” he asked again in a quiet voice.




  Henryck began to lie.




  “A man, here in Kielce,” the boy added, so as not to get into trouble for going to Bielaki without his parent’s permission, “asked me to deliver a parcel to a house.”




  Had Henryck just seen the local butcher’s boy delivering a package of meat wrapped in brown paper and used this detail to embellish the narrative?




  “When I got there I was put in a cellar. There was another boy there. We escaped together.”




  Henryck began to feel he was the hero of his own tale.




  “Who was this man, Henryck?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “What did he look like?”




  “I don’t know.”




  The kneeling man stood up and two grey shapes stepped forward. Isaac always visualised them as tall dark shadows, without faces.




  “Was this man a Gipsy or a Jew?”




  “He didn’t speak Polish well. I think he must have been a Jew.”




  As an adult, Isaac came to understand the Jew image that would have been in those people’s minds, the stereotype that gesticulated wildly because he couldn’t speak Polish properly. These comic gesticulations and the beriberi of his speech would have formed a cartoon villain in their imaginations.




  * * * *




  “Hey!” Isaac’s face brightened up. “Have you heard the latest Wachock joke?”




  Here it comes, thought Piotrek. It irritated him that he lived in one of those towns that the rest of the country made jokes about. But then he didn’t really live in Wachock, rather within the rule of its very ancient Cistercian abbey. “Why do people in Wachock dance with their shoes off?”




  “I don’t know,” he said.




  “So they can hear the music that’s being played in Starachowice.” Isaac laughed loudly at his own telling of the joke and Piotrek, who’d heard it before, politely joined in.




  “Come, I’ve kept us the best table for breakfast,” Isaac said.




  The table was large and round and made of a dark, burnished red wood that Piotrek took to be mahogany. He sat facing a tall window that showed the roofs of the buildings on the other side of the courtyard. Very plain but very old window facades stared back into the quadrangle. Window mouldings, ornate lintels, and parapets were features of the outward-looking side facing the street. Pigeons fluttered on both sides, above verdigris gutters and down pipes. Here the outlook was not so pretty.




  This is where the dirty washing’s hung, thought Piotrek. This is where in old times the people who serviced such houses did the real work.




  Piotrek reflected on the vast size of the window. It wasn’t a new addition. It was at least twenty feet high and fifteen feet wide. Perhaps it had been designed for the whim of the original owner? Its purpose was certainly to let in light, rather than for the view. The plaster of the buildings around the inner courtyard was streaked with dark grey, where water had run down in the same places for ages. In corners and crevices it was as black as pitch where centuries of soot had joined timeless damp.




  “I’ve told them to bring us omelettes made with forest mushrooms for breakfast,” Isaac said.




  It struck Piotrek that the way Isaac took command of the place, the way he spoke of the hotel in relation to himself with a certainty, meant that he was more than just the manager; Isaac was very much Hotel Alef.




  “So, what new things have you discovered about our patron saint?” Isaac asked.




  “There’s mention of a very old shrine somewhere in the Swiętokrzyskie Mountains.”




  “Oh, really,” Isaac said.




  “My paper’s a discussion of a recently discovered Polish text from the eleventh century, written by a Jaroslaw from the dymarki—slagheap remains of ancient iron furnaces—just after the death of Adalbert. I’m comparing the Jaroslaw of the Dymarki text to Latin documents, notably those of Bruno of Querfurt and Marcus See of Gniezno. This manuscript speaks about a lost shrine erected to Adalbert in the Swiętokrzyskie Mountains.”




  “Jaroslaw of the slag heaps.” Isaac frowned. “Where was the manuscript discovered?”




  “It was bricked up in a recess at the old Benedictine monastery of Swiety Krzyz on Lysa Mountain—the same monastery whose library housed the Kazania Swiętokrzyskie, our oldest relic of Polish literature.”




  “That monastery of the Holy Cross also claims to store a piece of Christ’s actual cross,” Isaac said dismissively. “The manuscript was sealed in a wall?”




  “Yes.”




  “Why?”




  Piotrek shrugged.




  “Interesting,” Isaac said. “So, what do you think of my hotel?”




  Piotrek was annoyed. Isaac always changed the subject when the conversation turned to what interested Piotrek.




  “It’s very well preserved.”




  “We can thank the Nazi SS for that. They didn’t destroy Kaziemerz City because they wanted it to remain a museum of disappeared races. Just the people had to go. They didn’t want a zoo you see. But you know that.”




  “It was a terrible time,” Piotrek said.




  A door into the courtyard opened and they watched a kitchen porter scrape vegetable peelings from a chopping board into a bin.




  “Would you like more coffee?”




  “Yes, thank you.”




  “Ana? Ana?” No one appeared. “ANA?” Isaac shouted. “That’s the problem with hiring these girls from the farm. This one’s from the east of Poland, although I suspect she really comes from the Ukraine. Do you know to English speakers Ana is spelled A-N-N-A,” he said as the girl appeared at his side.




  “No I didn’t.”




  “Dwie Kawa, TERAZ prosze! Still she’s nice to look at, isn’t she? Our Anana.” Isaac smacked the girl on the backside as she scurried back to the kitchen.




  They ate their omelettes, made with orange forest mushrooms and fragrant of woodland loam. The sun rose above the roofs and shone through the glass of the courtyard window, uneven now and slightly opaque with age. The warmth of it hit them, and the room glowed amber as it reflected off the polished patina of the mahogany furniture. It filled Piotrek with an inconceivable sense of peace. One couldn’t bear leaving such a place and he began to understand the sense of permanence this house must have held for its former Jewish inhabitants.




  “This is a beautiful room, Isaac, so solid and permanent.”




  “The Jews never had it as good as they did in this part of Europe before the war. In a way,” he said, “I’m a curator, like you. I’m a curator of that time.”




  Piotrek equated Hotel Alef with his Romanesque abbey in Wachock, its pink marble walls and copper roof. It also exuded an overwhelming sense of permanence.




  Later they pushed their plates away and were sipping fresh coffee.




  “You were involved with setting up the memorial to the Jews massacred in Kielce?”




  “Yes, ironic isn’t it? I used to go on about it as a kid, for attention, but then as an adult it became important. It wasn’t easy, getting them to declare the place a monument. Well, why should they want to? It was Poles killing Jews, and it happened eighteen months after the war ended. It took us six years, democratic time, to get them to do it.”




  “What changed to make it mean so much to you? It didn’t before, did it? Least, I never thought you took it so seriously.”




  “No, of course I didn’t. Uncle Singer, I suppose. You remember Uncle Singer Kalaman?”




  “Yes, of course I do, funny old boy,” Piotrek replied.




  “He was there you know, at ulica Planty when it all happened.”




  * * * *




  Isaac’s Uncle Singer was standing outside the Jewish house that summer morning of the 4th of July when Walenty Blaszcyk and his son Henryck walked by.




  “Is this the house the man took you to?” Walenty pointed to the white building on Planty.




  In that moment Singer was paying no attention to the two. He was enjoying the sunshine, dazedly staring at the slow passage of a butterfly making its way along the edge of the kerb beneath the hot July sun.




  Walenty dragged his son closer to get a better look.




  “Yes, this is the house,” Henryck said.




  Singer took a gold watch from his pocket. It was 08:15. The watch was all he had left really. He looked up and smiled at the two. A father and son out walking together, it was a good day. But he didn’t see the tight grip the man had had on the boy’s arm, now released. The child rubbed the appendage, hurt and angry.




  “That’s the man who took me,” Henryck said, pointing to Singer. He felt good. Henryck wanted to hurt someone right now, wanted his father to beat him up. He’d seen Walenty beat up people before.




  “Who, that man there, outside the white house?”




  “Yes, him, he’s the one who put me in the cellar.”




  The watch glittered on its chain in the sunlight. Soon Singer would have more sunshine than he knew what to do with in Israel. He no longer cared for snow and winter and thirsted for sunshine as he’d thirsted for water in the cattle-cars.




  They’d stopped near Cszestochowa. The ones near the ventilation openings collected jewellery from the others inside. Singer kept the gold watch from them. They then dangled these trinkets through the shafts in a hopelessly titillating way.




  “Woda, woda, woda” they all cried. The people outside took their jewellery, and then pelted the cattle car with snowballs.




  “There’s your water Jews. Ha! Ha! Ha!”




  No, Singer no longer cared much for winter.




  * * * *




  Within the hour, young Henryck and his father returned accompanied by a squad of policemen who believed the boy’s story. The police arrested Isaac’s great uncle, Singer Kalaman, who was still standing outside. Curious residents began to ask the police what was going on.




  “Jews kidnapped and held this boy in their cellar. We’re going to look for murdered Polish children in the Jewish House.”




  People began to congregate in front of the building.




  After Singer Kalaman was taken away, two more police units, then the political police and the army arrived. The pogrom began when the soldiers and police entered the building to confiscate weapons.




  When they’d removed whatever small arms were still in the possession of the inhabitants, the crowd broke in. In the mayhem the police started shooting at the Jews. They killed one and wounded several others. Jews, men, women, and children, were forced into a line. Soldiers and civilians, including women and children, hit them repeatedly. The scene then escalated into what is known today as the Kielce Massacre, or Kielce Pogrom, depending on your point of view. Thirty-nine Jews and two ethnic-Poles murdered by the townspeople of Kielce. Isaac’s great-uncle survived, however, safe in his cell at the police station.




  * * * *




  The sun had risen further and the dining room burned a mellow orange in its rays. Piotrek looked at Isaac, carefully weighing something up. But it was Isaac who broke the silence.




  “Piotrek, is there something on your mind?”




  “I’ve information I think might be important to you.”




  “Yes?”




  “It may have something to do with Ola.”




  “Ola?”




  “You know my cousin, Sylwester,” Piotrek said.




  “The bastard who worked for Bezpieka?”




  “Yes, him. He was drunk at our last family gathering and told me about something he was involved in here in Krakow in the 1980s. He mentioned the name of a young woman he says he and a group of fellow officers raped. Then he said a strange thing.”




  “What?”




  “That he knew her from Kielce and that she will never tell anyone about it. Isaac, I got the impression they killed her. Her name was Aleksandra. I’m sorry!”




  “Ola?”




  “Yes.”




  “Did he say anything else?”




  “He said something about Hospice. I can’t remember what.”




  Isaac leant forward.




  “Hospice! Ola worked for Hospice.”




  “I believe it was the right thing to tell you. I know the news is painful to bear.”




  Piotrek’s commiseration lightly cloaked in the language used by religious types annoyed Isaac.




  “Wasn’t Sylwester chucked out of Bezpieka?” Isaac asked.




  “Yes, around that time too.”




  “What does he do now?”




  “He sells herbal products, door to door.”




  “Where does he live?”




  “Kozlow.”




  Chapter 3




  The person who coached Klusek’s superior officer, Komisarz Dyka, on dealing with the press,was a big woman with a large head of firmly fixed blonde hair. She intimidated him to a certain degree, something about her eyes. If he knew what it was about the eyes then perhaps he’d have found her less daunting, for the eyes create no expression on their own, it’s the muscles around them that do. This woman, with the aid of carefully applied make-up, especially eye shadow and mascara, was an adept at fashioning intense communicative expressions. Like the one Dyka averted his gaze from now.




  “Black shoes, dark blue socks, dark blue suit, and…”




  “I’ve a new white shirt from the United Kingdom,” Dyka said.




  “No, Komisarz Dyka, not a white shirt. The camera will automatically focus on it, being the brightest part of you as it reflects the most light, and this will cause your face to be out of focus. You’ll look weak. I think a light blue shirt, not too light, and as for the tie, red is strong which is good, but blue will get people on your side, which is also good. Let’s leave the tie for now.”




  The woman took a sheaf of papers from her briefcase and passed them to Dyka. “I’ve anticipated a list of questions the press might ask and I’d like you to go through them.”




  Dyka took the inventory from her and began to read.




  “I’ve also a list of answers for those questions and here are your Short, Special and Positive—SSP—responses, one for each generic type of negative question. Golden Rules, repeat after me: Never begin an answer to a negative question with a negative answer because that equals two negatives.”




  “Never begin an answer to a negative question with a negative response,” Dyka said.




  “Why, Komisarz Dyka?”




  “Because it makes a double negative,” he replied.




  “Very good,” she said. “Now remember, begin your answer with a positive. I’ve prepared them here for you. Next expand on the idea and only then respond to the negative. Then enlarge the idea, the positive idea, and end on a positive. People remember first and last things for longer and will forget the negative in the middle sooner. Also keep your responses short because if they do edit it, the media that is, it’ll be from the bottom upwards. Your first SSP will not be edited out. Now, be careful of barrel-roll questions.”




  “Barrel-roll?”




  “That’s when reporters ask more than one question at a time. They want to trip you up and get you to answer something not really relevant that will put the police force in a bad light. That’s why I didn’t think it a good idea you meet the press, being such a senior officer. But never mind. We’ll do just fine.”




  “Those questions?” Dyka asked.




  “Yes, answer only one, the easiest one. Golden rule number two is what?”




  “Yes?” He couldn’t remember.




  “We’re treating this as a crisis so only be concerned with the missing girl—wish there was another way for you to say it—and her very worried parents. That gives you an advantage.”




  “How do you mean?”




  “Well, you won’t have to answer any awkward questions that don’t have her or her parents at heart.”




  “I see.”




  He didn’t.




  “You can legitimately avoid any questions about our, shall we say, recent challenges.” She smiled reassuringly at him.




  Her teeth terrified him.




  “Golden rule number three?”




  He regained his composure.




  “Ah! I remember this one, only use positive language.”




  “In this situation avoid ‘just,’ ‘try,’ ‘maybe,’ and ‘can’t.’” Be careful of ‘but,’ as it’ll negate what you’ve said before it; therefore, instead of using ‘but’ use ‘and.’ Also be careful of words conveying permanence, they can come back to haunt you if such are not resolved. How do you feel?”




  “I feel good.” Dyka didn’t really feel so sure of himself.




  “We’ll go with the blue tie,” she said. “Being unsure and wearing a powerful red tie will come across as inconsistent. Remember the press conference is in three hours and you’ve plenty of time. I’ll get your outfit ready for you. Now, pan Dyka, you must go over all of the possible questions and answers.” She left Dyka’s office.




  The telephone on his desk rang.




  “Tak!”




  “Komisarz Dyka, Komisarz Klusek’s here.”




  “Dobrze, tell him to come in.”




  * * * *




  For Klusek it seemed that ding-a-ding-a-ding was Dyka’s internal rhythm.




  Slower paced, ding…ding…ding, when he is stationary and faster paced, ding, ding, ding, when he is active. His mouth remains slightly open. Flaccid tongue forward, settling above his lower lip. When he begins to pant his top lip curls upwards, exposing two small front teeth. His habit is to dab at the sweat on his brow and then wipe over the white, wispy, hair on his baldhead with the same handkerchief. He is here, then he is there, pretending ubiquity. Assessing, appraising, without giving a lead to his subsequent action, he is off to evaluate something else. As he grows more excited his internal rhythm intensifies, ding… ding…ding, becomes, ding-a-ding-a-ding, becomes dingdingding.




  “I’ve spoken with Zajac.”




  Dingdingding.




  Dyka’s rhythm was in top gear at the outset. Klusek had every intention of playing him for all this might be worth.




  “I don’t really see why Zbigniew should be interfering in our matters, do you?” Klusek said this while pretending to be distracted by Dyka’s latest desk toy. It was a Guinea Scale, probably given to him on a recent trip to the United Kingdom. The gift was unusually generous.




  “A Guinea Scale and it’s original, too,” Klusek said.




  “Yes, of course it’s original.”




  “It’s early nineteenth century, maybe even late eighteenth. You know, it might have been owned by a Jewish money lender.”




  Dyka’s sense of the historical value of the thing waned on his face.




  In the usual course of events, Klusek would state his case. Dyka would pretend to listen, Klusek would persist, and Dyka would grow more emphatic. Finally, when Dyka had nothing more to say, his tongue, like a pink and fleshy lava flow, would slope forward into a position of final rest. Then he’d give his assent to Klusek’s bargain. Today, there’d be no such assent. It was Klusek who needed to be convinced. But there was also no bargain involved for Klusek, not really. Still, he wanted Dyka to sweat it out.




  “You’ve spoken with panem Zajac and he’s filled you in on the real need to resolve this, um…issue?”




  Ding…ding…ding.




  The man’s rhythm had slowed—this wasn’t good.




  “Yes, the mayor of Krakow needs to resolve this problem.”




  Dyka glowered at him.




  “This is a matter which must be remedied because it affects the image of Poland as a whole. I hope you’re aware of that?”




  Ding-a-ding went Dyka’s rhythm.




  Klusek leant forward and linked his fingers together in a kind of cathedral arch. He looked straight into Dyka’s face. The other tried to hold the stare but diverted his eyes.




  “I don’t understand why you must put two detectives on this case and so much of our efforts into finding this one girl, when we’ve a pile of dockets which require our more immediate attention.”




  Dyka looked away from Klusek, out of the window for a while, then back.




  “I think it’s time for a drink,” he said, as he retrieved an already-opened bottle of vodka and two large glasses from a cupboard behind him. He poured out generous amounts of the alcohol. Then he held the screw top in his hand, showed it to Klusek and threw it in the rubbish bin.




  “Na zdrowie!” he said.




  Klusek wasn’t impressed by cheap tricks like this, pretending a resolution with a drink when the thing was as yet undecided.




  “Na zdrowie!” Klusek said and drank whilst Dyka immediately poured another glass each. They drank this too.




  “I hope you realise you need to be on board with this?”




  Dyka poured even more vodka cure for Klusek, who took it and drank.




  The fourth, Klusek refused. And as Dyka had already poured his own he was obliged to down it alone.




  “I beg your pardon, panie Dyka, but I’m at a loss. Inspektor Maciej Skora is already heading enquiries. Quite frankly, if Mayor Zajac didn’t ask for our help, then this police inquiry would be handled no differently than any of our other cases. Why must we drop everything to find Zbigniew’s girl?”




  Dyka became impatient.




  “It’s not just about Zbigniew. The press are all over this case because of the Sobotka scandal. They’re all over us. After all it’s Starachowice again, isn’t it?” He wiped his head with a handkerchief. “You will investigate this affair.”




  “With respect panie Dyka, this is Maciej’s case,” Klusek said.




  Instead of the tongue, lava flowing and sloping forward, Dyka’s top lip arched, much higher than usual, into a kind of snarl. The glass slammed onto the desk.




  “Then I’m giving you an order. You will conduct police enquiries into this matter. You’ll find this girl, Pawel, and God help you if you don’t.”
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