Extracts from Lala by Jacek Dehnel

Translation © by Antonia Lloyd-Jones

pp. 31-37 Jacek tells his friend Basia how his grandmother Lala came to be born.


“What about your great grandmother?” asked Basia.


“Irena? Irena fell in love with Doctor Bieniecki, a murderously handsome man, an army doctor who specialised in, would you believe it? –  gynaecology. And he fell for her too, they got married, and had a daughter, Romusia.” 

And then I revealed the story of the house in Kiev, which I must have told her at least three times more since then. But I know, I know – I must make an abrupt move from Pelplin to Gdańsk, to tell it the way Granny told it to me.


It all starts with the word “Kiev”, which I heard over and over in my childhood. “Kiev?” What could Kiev mean to me, that strange name, which to my Polish ear sounded like a piece of wood tapping or dry twigs snapping, a name that cast glints of Byzantium on bulging cupolas? I knew that on one of the most elegant boulevards – which Granny called “prospekts” – carpet sellers who came to the city from the east used to spread out their wares.


“Even in the worst mud, in rain and slush the carpets lay out on the cobbles, on the pavements. Your great-grandmother told me she didn’t want to step on them to avoid dirtying them, though they were already covered in mud, but the carpet sellers, with their glittering eyes and dark complexions, beards and eyebrows so black they looked dark blue would come out of their tents and invite people to tread on their rugs, because they were new, and no one but the nouveaux riches would buy a new carpet. So people walked about on them, muddied and soiled them, drove droshkies over them, until they were patinaed enough to be cleaned at last and spread out inside the tents. They came out and asked.”


So in the recesses of my childhood Kiev took on this picturesque image of a city whose streets were covered from end to end in patterned Persian carpets, touted by clamorous salesmen with beards and eyebrows so black they shone dark blue.


There, in a large tenement house on such-and-such Prospekt, lived three families – the Bienieckis, the Karnauchovs and the Korytkos. Their fates were closely observed, not just by the nosy neighbours, but also the Secession gargoyles with protruding lips and the busty caryatids holding up the balconies on their frail shoulders and bouquets of lilies; however well acquainted with the art-nouveau knot of tendrils, they could not cease to wonder at the tangle of emotions they witnessed, and were always raising their eyebrows in speechless amazement until the plaster began to crumble on their foreheads.


On the first floor lived counsellor Valerian Karnauchov and his wife Alla, their two children, a nanny and a maid.


“Let’s go, let’s go,” said Granny, pinning a mother-of-pearl brooch at her throat “we’re always late everywhere we go. Do you know,” she added, once we were on the stairs, “I inherited it from my mother? Mama was always late too.” There was a hint of pride in her voice. “Whenever she and my father were off to the theatre or a concert, at the very last minute she’d remember some fact – that she’d forgotten to tell Gienia something, that her dress wasn’t right, or her hat was a bit too light or a bit too dark… And if they finally did manage to get going on time, because my father had started the exodus ceremony far enough in advance, Mama would stop on the doorstep, cast an eye around the drawing room or the dining room, and suddenly be seized by the temptation to move a chest of drawers, shift a table or, worst of all, turn a carpet to the diagonal, which required lifting up all the furniture; my father would pant and groan as he uprooted first an armchair, then a sofa, while Mama commanded him with the tip of her umbrella. They always came in at the beginning of Act Two or in the second half of a concert. And once, I’ve forgotten when it was, it may have been a recital by Hofmann, no, I went to the Hofmann recital on my own, by some miracle I managed to get a ticket from some friends, just imagine, what an experience – Hofmann played so incredibly, he made some of the notes within a chord sound a tiny touch louder, I sat there riveted to my seat…” (Meanwhile we were crossing the evening city by taxi; the driver was a bit lost, because he found himself in the middle of a dynamic narrative, but had to be content with a curt: “To the Philharmonic”, because Granny was not going to interrupt her flow) “…and I listened to all those wonderful chords, until suddenly after the interval a man in black came onto the stage and said in a sepulchral voice that the Pope had just died. And just at that point in the programme there was a sonata with a funeral march. Amazing, isn’t it?” and she turns round to face me abruptly, as if expecting me to react to this revelation with an “Oooh!” or a bit of dumb show, just as if I had never heard the whole story before. Nothing doing. Granny goes back to her earlier theme, and the driver makes some progress in getting lost.


“Anyway, they were going out somewhere, to a concert or the opera. And once again Mama was tugging at a kilim, demanding a hammer and some nails. Father stopped and looked at her with boundless love as he said goodbye to Act One of La Traviata or Norma, took me aside and whispered: ‘I remember I was once on my way out to a party with Alla. She was wearing a lovely dress made of cherry-coloured silk, with four flounces at the bottom. And as chance would have it, one of them got caught on a chair leg and the seam gave way. I said I would wait for her to change, but she just said it was a waste of time…. and riiiiip! She tore off the cherry-coloured flounce, flung it onto the chair and we were off.’ ”


Apart from ripping off her flounce in one sharp go Alla Karnauchov had lots of special merits. She was educated and well read, extremely intelligent and progressive, she believed in the idea of improving humanity and in liberation from oppression, she read and speechified. 


“What about the children?” I asked.


“The children? Well, what about them?” Granny looked at me with a patent lack of understanding. “Irinka was looked after by the nanny and Ivan was taken care of by the tutor.”


One day, amid all her pressing affairs Alla saw the light. The entire tenement had already seen this particular light earlier, from cellar to attic, because everyone, including the caryatids, gargoyles and little children, knew that Mr Korytko was an alcoholic. Alla however, had to experience a revelation to discover this fact. Quite simply Mr Korytko, a man as handsome as he was drunken, appeared to her one day on the stairs leading up from the ground floor in the full glory of his beauty and drunkenness.


“Valerian,” said Alla after a brief conversation with the rather flushed Apollo, “I shall be frank with you. Mr Korytko is a man of great virtues, but since his wife’s betrayal he has sunk into a terrible addiction, which is destroying all his sound and noble instincts. He needs a strong woman. We both know that’s the sort of woman I am. I must take care of him and rouse his dormant seam of strength and decency. I am leaving. Forgive me,” she stroked his cheek, “you will manage without me, Valerian, you will manage in life. You are a man of action, just like me. Anyway, you have Marfa and Olga to help you. I will visit you and the children.”


And she moved in with Mr Korytko.


Meanwhile we were driving up to the Philharmonic – just in time for the second half of the concert. 


“So what happened after that?” I asked politely an hour later as we emerged into the fresh air.


“After what? Do up your top button.”


“No, it’s all right like that. To Mr Korytko, Alla and Valerian.”


“Ah, yes. As chance would have it, Valerian saw the light too. In the throng of his daily duties as legal advisor for South-Western Railways, in mid-afternoon, between conducting a case for the South-Western Railways versus Andrei Porfirych Ketterl and his evening violin lesson, one frosty January day he experienced a revelation. Do up your top button. The entire tenement, from cellar to attic, including…”


“…including the caryatids, gargoyles, little children and servants…”


“…and servants knew that at number six lived the beautiful but sad Mrs Bieniecka, with her husband and their teenage daughter. Doctor Bieniecki had been cheating on her left and right for ages, he had incredible charm – I met him when I was still a student in Warsaw, I was with a girlfriend from school that time, I introduced them to each other, and she went completely red… he was well over sixty then, and she was about twenty. As long as there were lots of these girls around, Mrs Bieniecka didn’t get too upset, but when he made do with just one, and the neighbour to boot, a certain Mrs Korytko, ooooh… then she realised it wasn’t for the best. She kept thwarting their plans and mixing up their pre-arranged signals by moving flowerpots, lighting or putting out candles on the windowsill. And grew sadder and sadder. Which everyone could see, except Valerian, who needed a revelation. One day he bumped into her downstairs. “Allow me, Madam,” he said, offering his arm before they went outside, “it’s very slippery today.” And beautiful Mrs Bieniecka looked up at him, with sapphire-blue fires burning in her sad eyes, and from a proud height of one-and-a-half metres she retorted: “A Russki? I cannot take the arm of a Russki.” And of course, as she was always running about and falling over she was soon lying on the ice, with Valerian looking at her despondently. “Well?” she shouted. “If you’re such a gentleman, aren’t you going to offer me your arm?” “But I’m a Russki! Surely you can’t take the arm of a Russki?” As he said this, he leaned over and gently picked her up.


And two months later when Alla came home repentant, painfully admitting that she had failed to rouse Mr Korytko’s dormant seam of strength and decency, Valerian said that of course she could come and live at number five on the first floor again, but meanwhile he was looking after beautiful, sad Mrs Bieniecka at number six, whose husband, an army doctor specialising in gynaecology, was most conspicuously cheating on her with Mrs Korytko.


And so, as Julek used to say, one word led to another and Lala was born.

pp. 193-198  Jacek tells how the Second World War had begun with the bombardment of Warsaw and the occupation of Poland. Lala was in Kielce, southern Poland, with her parents, but her fiancé Julek was in Warsaw.


To make the times more interesting Julek was mobilised, and Granny had hysterics. “Yes,” she shouted at her father, “yes, you forbade me to marry him, and now what? He’ll be killed. He won’t come back, he’ll be killed, and I won’t even be a widow!” Her father said: “He won’t be killed. I give you my word of honour.” And as he was a gentleman, he kept his word, and Julek came home from Warsaw; all the fighting he did was to spend one week in the forest, so he was dirty and unshaven.


And once he had turned up at Kielce, there was no question of postponing the wedding any longer. They drove down to Lisów, managed to save up some sort of food and gave a wedding party.


“Aaaah, what a wedding! I swapped some of the butter I’d brought from Zakopane, and it was only thanks to that we had a turkey… what a shame it was shabbier than many a simple little country wedding. But what could we do? We had to invite the entire village, because no one ever failed to invite me to their wedding; we set up trestle tables in the courtyard in front of the house, served everything we could afford, and somehow it went on until evening.”

*


A few days later the house was occupied by some Germans as their billet, and Granny fell ill with inflammation of the heart and once again very nearly died, to which she became so inured that even now, thank heavens, although it’s as if everything in her has been completely used up, as if whole parts of her brain have died away, she is still alive and still smiling.


The Lisów manor house was not large – of course there was a drawing room, where Great-Great-Grandmother Wanda resided; it was about sixty square metres, and Aunt Mechowa’s room was about twenty, but they couldn’t be relocated. The only thing left was to empty out Great-Great-Grandfather’s old study and the junk room, so the broken furniture, old screens and annuals found their way onto the rubbish heap.


From the windows of Granny’s room there was a broad view of the fields and meadows, set in a white frame between the wardrobe and the clock. The sun was shining, and in its light the village children went running about those fields and meadows with black ostrich feather fans pinned to their arms.

*


But Granny went on and on lying there. Silence. The ticking of the clock, spots of light on the glass and the china; only very occasionally could she hear the Germans’ soft footsteps sneaking down the corridor to listen to the radio. Because gradually it was becoming apparent that in spite of all Lisów was going to be an oasis of peace during the second great war.


“People would be ready to think I was Volksdeutsch, I was always so full of praise for our Germans, but we only got decent people there. Maybe because the local Gestapo officer broke his leg four days after arriving, and as luck would have it, the mighty machinery of wartime bureaucracy somehow overlooked this fact, thanks to which we were never assigned a replacement to the very end of the war. Those Wehrmacht soldiers sat around at our place, and all of them to a man used to listen to the foreign radio, but in secret, terrified the others would inform on him. One of them would come in, and from my room I could hear the radio hopping between channels and the announcer’s voice, then another one would come in, the first one would switch it off abruptly and turn the knob to cover his tracks, so you couldn’t tell which radio station it was… then he’d leave and the other one would switch on the radio and turn the knob… to the very end of the war they never felt brave enough to listen to it together.”

*


“At our place at Lisów everything was full of calcium and selenium – the earth, the water and the air, so the peasants never did any singing. Of course they had some sort of ditties. When the women were working in the fields, now and then one of them got up and sang something like: ‘For no one do I cry, saving Mikołaj, ’e strained the stock and burned ’is… sock’. And the older they were, the bawdier the rhyme. But apart from that, as a rule they only had instrumental music; of course, they played fabulously at the weddings, they played beautifully, but they never sang because their throats were eaten away. But for all that they never suffered from cancer, and the doctor told me that if I’d lived there for all that time I’d never get it either. Well, anyway, making soup with that water was impossible, because with all those minerals in it some of the vegetables were soon cooked to a pulp, and some were almost raw, so it came out a mess. In any case Granny Wanda didn’t know how to cook and none of her maids could cook either, so my father always used to say: ‘At the Brokls even the turkey is revolting,’ because Father was a great gourmet. But not even a master chef could have made good soup with that water.


“And while I was ill, for some time Julek made the dinners. Dinner as dinners go, the second course was quite tasty, but the soups! What soups! They were wonderful, everything cooked to perfection, absolutely delicious, full of flavour. He refused to betray his secret, but he was proud as a peacock. One day he told me: ‘Today I’m going to fix you a Lucullan feast!’ And he kept adding one, then a second, then a third ingredient, bringing me some to try now and then, until he’d thrown in so many things it became inedible. But anyway, apart from that one time when he went overboard, his soups were exquisite. Finally, with a lot of caresses and mock threats I got him to reveal the secret of his recipe to me. And he says: ‘You know what, I don’t really know why my soups come out so well. I get water from the barrel, I peel…’ ‘From the barrel?’ I ask. ‘Yes, the one under the house.’ It was the rainwater barrel, where our farm help Bakalarczyk used to wash the muck off his hands whenever he came in from the field. It was full of mosquito larvae, and if you put your hand close to the water’s surface they made a sort of trrrrrr sound deep down and were gone in an instant – not to mention how many even tinier beasties were swarming about in there.


“And quick as a flash we went back to our nasty Lisów soups.”

*


“The war didn’t look likely to end soon, so we’d have to sit it out in the country, where it was easier to feed ourselves and have a safer life. We had to get to grips with the farm more seriously, be inventive and toughen up, and of course it all came down to me, because Granny was an old lady, my mother was a pianist, my father was a broken-down lawyer, and Julek was a bookworm… and to make matters worse, here I was lying sick for the third week in a row. First of all, as I lay in bed for hours on end, I realised we should definitely buy a cow. So, willy nilly, I summoned Julek, told him to fetch the gold chain with moonstones from Granny’s dressing table, quite ugly really, but long, so there was plenty of gold in it, and I told him: ‘There you are, go and sell that at the jeweller’s and buy a cow at the market tomorrow.’ Julek sat on the bed, took the chain, looked at it, sighed heavily and nodded, which was supposed to mean he would go and do the selling and buying.


“Next morning he came and peeped in through my open window, bathed in sunlight, because it was late September or maybe early October – anyway, it was very warm. ‘Well?’ I ask, “did you buy a cow?’ ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘And what’s she like?’ I ask. ‘Has she got a big udder?’ Julek gives me a searching look and says: ‘You know what… I didn’t really get all that close a look at her udder. But she has such lovely red curls round her head!’ My God, what despair! The cow was so thin I was afraid to touch her in case she fell over. Her udder was like a dried-up prune, and it looked as if she wouldn’t last long. She did indeed have red curls. Apart from that, the peasant who sold her had persuaded Julek she was in calf, but she was all skin and bone. Well, anyway, we fed her up, made a fuss of her, and what do you know? Not only did she give birth to a lovely little heifer, but she produced such good milk that the people at the dairy told us to add water, because when the Germans saw that percentage of fat in the records they’d make it the norm. And who would have thought it from those curls, eh?


“And after that I got better – that might be putting it a bit grandly, but I got up from my bed and walked to the window. One of the Germans was sitting on the porch polishing his boots, saw me, and started shouting that the Fräulein had recovered. They all ran up and congratulated me, smiling and singing. I didn’t know why they were so damned pleased. And then it turned out the Captain had forbidden them to talk loud, sing while shaving or while not shaving, or stamp their feet. It’s hard not to stamp in army boots, so they’d gone about in carpet slippers or slid around on floor cloths – all that just because the Fräulein was sick. And now that I was well, one of them who said he played in a symphony orchestra in Hamburg, took a harmonica out of his pocket and began to play Mozart on it.”

Chapter XVII, pp 238-250 

Towards the end of the war, Lala and Julek were still living at Lisów. This chapter describes how Jacek’s grandfather Zygmunt came into their lives.

I think that if Julek could have had children, and if the woman on the road hadn’t been holding her small daughter so tightly in her arms I wouldn’t be here at all, or I would have been completely different, burlier perhaps, with olive skin and large eyes. And if my grandfather had had speedier sperm I’d have been the same as I am, but Julek would have been my official grandfather. But that’s not what happened. And that’s how Zygmunt Karpiński, the forester, appears in this story.

*


Zygmunt Karpiński was a forester, to all intents and purposes. Of course he really had completed the relevant studies, after eleven years, just like his father, uncle and grandfather, but – as Granny often put it – he was a whole trunk full of wasted talents: as a pianist, an inventor and other such things. That was one of the reasons why the forestry was only superficial. So what was the other? Well, it was that my grandfather toured the forestry district on behalf of the Home Army; he worked for Sabotage Command gathering the wreckage of German V-1 and V-2 missiles that had blown up over the woods, made drawings of them and sent them to London on microfilm. Luckily he was much shrewder than a certain Japanese dentist and no one ever exposed him at a dinner party.*

Now he is nothing but a collection of photos. The finest ones are always out on the table, the chest of drawers, or above Granny’s bed. “Now tell me, he was an extremely handsome man, wasn’t he?!” There Granddad co-exists on peaceful terms with Julek, Valerian Karnauchov, my mother, my uncle, my brother, my cousins and the rest of the family. But in those days there was no love lost between him and Julek.


“You’re writing a book about me? Oh, I’m sure you’ll drag out all the horror stories.”


“Why?”


“Because if I were writing it, that’s what I’d do.”


“Such as?”


“Well, all that cheating on Julek, and in general.”


I run off to make tea or fetch the gingerbread.

*


“When your grandfather came and asked me if he could live in the house, he didn’t charm me straight away. Oh, no, it wasn’t love at first sight. Of course I regarded him as a handsome man, and a well-bred person, but he only won my heart one afternoon when I was making the dinner. I asked him to pass the salt, which was standing on the sideboard just behind him, and he said: ‘I’m sorry, I would pass it to you at once, but the cat has settled on my lap and I can’t push her off or she’ll be mortally offended.’ And then he endeared himself to me for being so inept when he came and said: ‘Excuse me, I don’t know how it happened, but I washed my shirts and now they’re coming apart in my hands.’ ‘How did you wash them?’ I asked. ‘The usual way,’ he replied. ‘I got a bowl, filled it with water, threw in a box of powder and washed them.’ So I took him for a good breeder.”


“And how did Julek react?”


“At first he didn’t know a thing, but later on… I’d always told him I wanted to have children, but after those operations for TB, he…”


“What operations?”


“Well, for renal tuberculosis. But they thought it was some thing to do with the testicles and they operated on him. Didn’t I tell you? He was cut up by a Warsaw surgeon who did all his operations without anaesthetic because he reckoned it healed better like that.”


“And did it?”


“Yes, but when I saw Julek after the treatment he was grey-green all over, the colour of clay.”


“And that was why he couldn’t have children?”


“Yes, that was it. So when he guessed – after all, he was never exactly lacking in intelligence and perceptiveness – he demanded an explanation. And I gave him one. There was still an awkward situation, because the charwomen had just arrived at the house and I couldn’t talk to him freely until they left in the evening. I told him the man was a breeder, he’d make me a child, and that would be that. He wasn’t thrilled, but he understood me. You know, he loved me very much indeed.”


“And then what happened?”


“Nothing. Your grandfather and I did try, we tried and tried and tried, but nothing happened. He had to leave for Warsaw, because he had duties towards his country, and his wife too, but he promised he’d be back.”

*


Granny waited, for her pregnancy and her forester. But nothing happened.


One day on the tram in Kielce she ran into Mrs Hess and her children.


“The boy tried to give me his seat, but I said: ‘No thank you, let the young German sit down.’ And Margerytka looked at me and asked: ‘Why do you say that? What harm have I ever done you? Am I sitting in the section for Germans? How am I to blame for having German descent? I’ve never taken advantage of it, I’m not hurting anyone.’ And it made me feel very sad, I apologised to her and we started chatting about this and that. She had two children, a boy and a girl, who looked much older than they were because they had inherited their height from both parents, so it had multiplied, and at thirteen the boy looked eighteen and was one metre eighty tall.”


“Like for Jews.”


“What?”


“They’re under an obligation to marry – anyone who spends his life in a state of celibacy commits a sin against God’s commandments, so they all have to get married. And as in any society there are hunchbacks, ugly people, dwarves and giants, who have trouble finding a suitable partner, they end up with marriages between dwarves, uglymugs and cretins, and the features inherited from the parents intensify in the children and grandchildren.”


“Indeed so. That’s why there are such intelligent Jews and such astronomically stupid ones. But anyway it’s curious that you compared the Hesses with the Jews – it’s obvious you weren’t alive during the war, because in those days that sort of association would never have entered your head, you simply wouldn’t have had a connection between those neurones – they were two separate planets.”

*


We still need a short interlude before my grandfather-to-be returns from his then wife in Warsaw to his future wife in Lisów. So let’s tell the kidnapping story.


“Do something!” shouted the Germans from the threshold. “Do something!”


Like the partisans, just like the partisans; Granny seems to have been the only publicly available mover and shaker at Lisów. 


“What is it?”


“Two Germans came from Kielce, a colonel and a lieutenant, and they kidnapped Helenka. In a car.”


“Helenka Chuzia.”


“The dark girl with long hair, the pretty one.”


“What do you mean, ‘kidnapped’ her?”


“They kidnapped her. They took her from home. It’s a scandal, it’s a kidnapping in Mitteleuropa.”


And off they ran to the radio station to broadcast, complain about and counteract the scandal. 


Granny’s opinion of Helenka’s virtue was not highly inflated, to say the least, and she harboured some vague suspicions about what had really happened, but just in case she went to the little shop to make enquiries. Typically, Helenka had got into the car quite freely and without the use of any form of compulsion; the colonel and the lieutenant had tried to outdo each other in their efforts to be courteous and to pinch her bottom. Now all three were sure to be hanging out together in some secluded spot, passing the time by enjoying some simple pleasures.


Meanwhile the red-headed sergeant and his colleague came back from the radio station disconcerted, because they too had found out Helenka had not been kidnapped.


“Has she gone mad? Doesn’t she know what the partisans do to gals like that?” (They didn’t really say “gals”, they must have tossed in a stronger word). “They shave their heads. Pity about her plaits.”


And Granny went to see old Chuzia, and he said: “Ach, there’ll be no trace on the girl, like a tank gone through water, but she’ll bring home a big pot of lard.”

*


So much for the interlude.


Meanwhile my grandfather comes back on stage; by a strange quirk of fate he began to spend more and more time in the Kielce area, and was more than willing to stop off at Lisów. Julek went about the house muttering: “It’s the roll-up man again”, because before the war there was a company making cigarette papers that had a picture of a robust, ruddy peasant with an impressive moustache on the wrappers.


Once in a while Granddad, who didn’t know at the time that one day he would be my grandfather, set about his breeding activity. The village began to talk about it. When I went to Lisów a few years ago and talked to a trembling old man called Tarapatka (“Tarapatka?” asks Granny. “The young one, Józek?” but to me he wasn’t young – he was nearly eighty, showing the black stumps of his teeth when he smiled), leaned forward a fraction, winked at me and said: “Ah, but your granny was a goer…”


“I don’t understand.”


“Well… hee hee… for quite a time she… for quite a time, you could say she had two husbands…”


The whole village knew, but Julek pretended not to know. What Granny didn’t know, however, was that Granddad kept his technical drawings of the remains of blown-up V-1s and V-2s in the Sommerfeld upright piano. And no one, absolutely no one knew that Granddad was a secret agent. Because Granddad was good at it. 


One day, two fellows came out of the forest, not partisans, just a couple of tramps. They said they were from the AK and had come to requisition Granddad’s bike.


“The AK? What AK?”


“What do you mean? The AK – the Home Army.”


“What army’s that? The Polish army was defeated in autumn 1939.”


“What planet are you from? You know – the army, the partisans, the boys in the woods…”


“Well I never. Well, in that case I’d ask you to leave me a certificate to prove I didn’t give you the bike but you took it from me by force. Just in case.”


They tapped their fingers against their heads, but wrote out the certificate.


Because Granddad knew how to be an agent, unlike the boy who a month or two after Poland was occupied started going about the village in a uniform jacket, breeches and riding boots, encouraging the other lads to join the partisans. They did, but two weeks later the whole lot, including the ringleader in the riding boots, were captured by the Germans because someone had betrayed the entire group.


After all, there were collaborators too. Chuzia, for instance.


“Yes, because Chuzia came from miles away, near Bydgoszcz,” says Granny. “A foreign immigrant – that’s how Chuzia’s old woman referred to her husband, because she was rich, and had land, while he was on his uppers. ‘I’m me, my child is mine, my own flesh and blood, but he’s a foreign immigrant.’ He went about in a white sheepskin coat with a swastika on his arm. Everyone wanted to do him in – they used to plot and say that as soon as the war ended… and then the war did end, but nothing happened, he just put his tail between his legs and they never did get even with him. It was over and done with – that was the way in Lisów.”


 Mr F. the teacher’s son was quite another matter. Mr F. was such a decent man, known for his kind heart and immense erudition, respected throughout Kielce. But so what, if he didn’t know how to bring up his son? So the boys came for the son with a sentence for collaborating; the father opened the door to them and asked what was the matter. They were just young lads – Mr F. had taught them at school not so long ago. And they spilled the beans.


“I see,” said Mr F. “Do you mind waiting for just a moment? I’d like to say goodbye to my son.”


He went into the other room and shut the door behind him. The boys waited in the drawing room, and then they heard a shot. Seconds later Mr F. emerged looking pale and said: “You needn’t bother now.”


They checked, because they had to – that was their job, and then they left.


There was also that Serb, Vitek, who went to collaborate with the Germans straight away. A man like any other, he had his contacts and connections (some people claimed they were criminal ones), but that wasn’t what the Germans liked about him – it was his incredible visual memory. 


“Once I was walking down the street with Julek and suddenly I could feel this fellow staring at me. I looked round at him and he just ran his eyes over my face; I felt as if a hand had run down me, yes, it was like the touch of a cold hand – it made shivers go down my spine. And Julek said: ‘That was Vitek, the one who, you know…’ At the very start of the war he founded a partisan group, just boys from good homes, and then he betrayed them all. He got the death sentence for that. For a while he went on living quietly with a classmate of mine, a White Russian girl called Tushka. They used to sit out on the balcony upstairs, looking down at the city that belonged to them, looking out at the new Fatherland. One day a car drove up and Vitek got a burst of shots from an automatic. He was taken straight to Doctor Kalisz who, typically, operated as best he could, because he knew his life and the lives of his entire family depended on it. ‘Luckily the bullets went past,’ he said. Fourteen bullets, and each one had gone past something. Past his spine, past his brain, past his lungs, past his liver, and so on. And Vitek survived, and went on betraying people, went on collaborating even more ferociously than before. Then they made another attempt on him and he ended up under Doctor Kalisz’s scalpel again; this time Kalisz told the Germans: ‘Gentlemen, I am a doctor, not a miracle worker. He will live, but he won’t be much use to you any more.’ And he told the man from the underground: ‘He could have pulled through like the first time, but this time I made an effort. He won’t do you any harm. He’ll only be capable of sitting in a wheelchair. I don’t even know if he’ll be able to talk.’ And that was how Vitek remained – silent, put out in the sunny doorway on the balcony by his lover, where to his heart’s content he could look out at the Fatherland, until it collapsed like a colossus with feet of clay.”

*


The romance began to flourish, with breaks for Granddad’s trips, but flourish it did, because the child was apparently refusing to get started, and Julek was no hero.


Meanwhile, somehow Granddad’s wife Ala found out the whole story, or at least part of it (it reminds me of when H.G. Wells had a lover, and one day his wife came into the room and said: “I know everything!” “Really?” replied Wells. “When was the Battle of Salamis?”) and wrote my grandmother a short but pithy letter saying that for obvious reasons she did not wish her husband to visit Lisów any more.


“Granny,” I ask, “do you remember the letter from Ala Sasim?”


But she can’t remember it any more. A few days ago she was sitting at table with us and suddenly asked Mama: “Hania, am I getting everything in a muddle, or did I have a very active sex life?”


So I must fill in for Granny with what I remember from her tales of old: 


“And do you know what those idiots cooked up?”


“What idiots?”


“Julek and Zygmunt of course. Men! They sat down together and wrote that they did not wish her to send me insulting letters full of insinuations that bore no relation to reality, and so on and so forth, in the same sort of tone, so that any woman could have guessed what was going on. Maybe she would have had trouble understanding why Julek signed the letter too, but never mind.”


“Then what happened?”


“Nothing. They sent it. And proud and pale, showed me a rough draft. And I was furious with them – I got on the bus, then a train and went to Warsaw. In Warsaw I managed to find Ala’s uncle, and by fibbing, ducking and diving, in a roundabout way I explained that Zygmunt and Julek had written a stupid letter, and that under no circumstances must it reach her hands, and so on. He looked at me rather strangely, but took me to her flat and persuaded the caretaker to open her letterbox for us, and then we ripped the envelope into tiny pieces. And a very good thing too, because a month later the Uprising broke out and Ala was killed. I can just imagine how Zygmunt would have kicked himself for the rest of his life if that letter had reached her then.”

*


“The Germans knew all about the Uprising. Zygmunt went to Warsaw in great secrecy, because he received a telegram saying ‘Aunt Ania sick has Aunt Frania left for Krakow’ or something equally nonsensical. It brings a lump to my throat. And down the main road the Germans were on their way, whole herds of them. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked an officer who’d been talking to our Germans, ‘where are you going?’ ‘To Warsaw. Haven’t you heard there’s going to be an uprising there?’ ”


But Granddad was already in Warsaw.

*


Strange – all his life he was so reticent… once I asked Dad what Granddad Zygmunt was like.


“If I had to define my father-in-law in a single phrase, it’d be ‘heh-hem’.”


He died when I was eleven, and I know nothing about him. I don’t know what his wartime pseudonym was, where he crept through the sewers to and from in Warsaw, where he fought, who he killed and who he saved. I remember him crying when the Insurgents’ memorial was unveiled, and how he defended Miron Białoszewski, saying he wrote the truth about what the Uprising was like: dirty and smelly, a big mess in lots of cellars, but heroic in spite of all.


One day he was on his way to a People’s Army meeting at a shelter in the basement of a building that he could see in the distance amid the ruins of the street. On and on he walked, with that house ahead of him, where his wife and her mother were sitting in the cellar; apparently he adored his mother-in-law more than his wife. Just then a bomb fell, and the blast threw him to the ground. When he came to, he was deaf in one ear and had gravel embedded in his left cheek, and the building simply wasn’t there.


Then he kept firing and running, went through the sewers, was taken captive and injured his spine when he spent three days being transported with lots of other POWs, crammed into a lorry and unable to move. He ended up at a camp, then another one, and yet another one.


He said Murnau was really something – a show camp for the Red Cross. They had everything. Only in the final period did they starve, because problems with transport began and there wasn’t even enough food for the guards. But before that… the prisoners were sending food parcels home. And when everyone despised Białoszewski for his Memoir…, just as earlier they had despised Andrzej Munk for his film Eroica, Granddad said: “That’s just what it was like in the camp. One man cut the fingers off another fellow’s glove because they were lying on his bit of the table. Then he said he’d do it to the actual fingers too.”

Pp. 323-325 Lala is now old and senile, and Jacek regrets the decline of her garden.


What was left of the old garden in the layers of my memory is like the remains of the crumbling leaves I have often found in old copies of magazines like Przekrój or Antena: red, yellow and rust-coloured scraps, too meagre to be regarded as the equivalent by mass of a bouquet; just some vague bits of images and snatches of sentences. Yet I know perfectly well that right then, under the brick-red dahlias of my childhood, in the corners of wooden boxes full of buttons, in suffocating cascades of flowering jasmine, the original truth about life was revealed to me, which I have been seeking in vain ever since.


Sometimes one of those ancient scraps turns up beneath my fingers, or catches my ears or eyes – a sentence where I can hear the echo of a long-lost ritual; a fraying shred of lamé torn from a chasuble dripping with gold, a shred that has survived its priests, its temples and its divinity; large murals depicting the ladies of yore and their seigneurs, those resentful, faded murals that only exist in a blue sky filtered through the eyes of a net of branches, in the noisy buzzing of a bumblebee in the honeysuckle, in a decadent sprig of lily-of-the-valley. 


With time the garden grew thin. Whenever I went to see Granny after school was over and found the whole thing poorer by one particular tree, a clump of bushes, or a branch perhaps, I would go up the steps, stamping louder than usual, and press the bell a little over-insistently. Because I knew that with the replacement of every broken paving stone, with the hacking down of every tree, with the inevitable death of each peony or rosebush that the rampant weeds had choked, came the irrevocable erasure of a primeval codex, the obliteration of ancient formulae and epic poems, the further fading of already faded frescoes.


And finally, one autumn afternoon as I walked about the garden, so much humbler and smaller than the garden of my childhood, as I cast my gaze around the broken pergolas with pitiful shoots of wild roses hanging from them, as I examined the overgrown holes in the trees, reminding me of the coal tits for whom once upon a time in winter cubes of fat speared on pieces of wire were hung out on the branches, as I shuffled through the rotting brown walnut leaves that hid the dark autumn grass, I understood in a – no, not a dazzling revelation – in a blinding flash that the existence of paradise is not self-evident, that the natural state of a garden is a wilderness and a ruin, and that any kind of beauty is actually the result of a fight – whether with God or with the weeds, or with the administrator who has insisted on cutting down the honeysuckle that was rambling up the lightning conductor like a column designed by Bernini. 


So here I am, the same me, who has so often carried an inner regret that Granny, once so strong and brave, has been unable to protect the fragility of this world, has failed to preserve for me the verses she read to me so many times over in my childhood, could not save the white jasmine arch or the clump of flox, did not make a whip of cords at the idea of concrete kerbs and the idea of cutting down the nettles, home to the butterflies – yes, this same me grasped the shocking fragility of everything that is beautiful. If only I had been grown up enough, before Granny sank into her armchair for good and all, to defend the spurges, shrublets, horsemint and winter cherry, otherwise known as Turkish pimento, the garden’s destiny would not have come true as it now has.


I stood under the cherry tree and cried for a long time.


Because the gods torment mortals by only showing them the truth when they are sure they will fail to understand it.

Pp. 347-348 Jacek describes his grandmother’s favourite armchair 


I would settle comfortably in an armchair, immersed in the glittering past as I gazed with my eyes half-closed at the grander armchair next to it, Granny’s throne, that famed Sibylline stool, the seat of Solomon with its torn upholstery, buried under layers of throws and blankets, from whose rose-patterned plateaux Granny has delivered so many prophecies to lands and nations. Sometimes, if she was out of the room at the time, I dared to sit in it – only from its perspective did the truth seem obvious to me; merely by lounging on this antique royal pallet, on this shabby, decayed material I could see the broad vista of successive generations; on this mere skeleton of wood, springs and horsehair, on these rose-patterned jacquard gores Grandfather Brokl had died, then Grandmother Wanda and, her constant running brought to a sudden halt, the brakes pulled on her tiny footsteps, Irena Karnauchov. As I watched the doors of each generation in turn silently closing behind me, I wondered where this gangrene-gnawed throne, this ancestral litter, this half-melted reading room, spilling its layers of diverse fabrics and ripped upholstery, this regal relic with a touch of millennial mould will be standing, and what it will look like, on the day of my death too. And if, true to ancient tradition from the land of my forbears, a non-existent land, that land known as the past, if as I sit in it for the very last time I shall tell an anecdote from the days of my glowing, fin-de-millennium youth, and if, assuming the state of my jaws, stomach and liver will let me, I shall taste turkey in Malaga wine and Christmas poppyseed cake?


Meanwhile Granny would come back from the kitchen and relegate me to my proper place. The tea and the Countess’ apple pie would exude aroma from the table as insistently as an advert, while Granny settled next to me, sombre as a great ark whose tablets I would never manage to read to the end, rising above the centuries, with a rose-shaped brooch pinning her silk scarf at her throat.

* Translator’s note: A reference to an incident in an earlier chapter when a Japanese dentist is exposed as a spy.
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