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Translation © Rob Myatt 2023

Part I

I'’ve never told anyone about it. I lock myself'in the bathroom every morning, turn on the water
and quietly open the drawer where [ keep the scissors and disposable razors. At the very bottom
is a box of plasters where I hide my contraceptives. Each pill labelled in shorthand. Sa is
Saturday. The pills are small. So small I don't have to take them with water even. So small 1
don t have to talk about them.

Sometimes I wonder why I've never told him. I don't dwell on it. I don't know what the
answer is. But I do know more than a few secrets. And once I've got hold of a secret, there s no
letting go of it.

‘He’s at it again!’ says Luna.

Again.

He’s at it again.

What sort of person do you have to be not to realise that if you smoke out of your
window, that smoke is going to drift up and into somebody else’s flat?

Luna doesn’t have anything against her smoker neighbour, that is until this robotic ritual
of his starts stinking up her home. The guy is crossing a line smoking out of his window.
Insisting that she join him on some common ground of sorts. Except they don’t actually have
any common ground. Never will. They have nothing in common. He’s there and she’s here.
Time to get rid of this smoke. Now. Enough already.

She closes the window — she can still smell that stench. Can smoke pass through glass?
Worried, she sniffs her hair. She feels oddly cold, even though there’s no draught and outside
the sun is shining. It is a hot June but her teeth are chattering.

She takes down a bottle of perfume from the shelf, removes the cold, silvery lid and
sprays a delicate mist into the air, producing a nice scent — her scent, Luna’s scent. Mum would
always ask Dad to go out on the balcony whenever he lit up inside. The request never once
registered with him. It must have been a strange feeling: to not be heard by the one person
you’re addressing. Luna wondered if her Mum’s voice wasn’t getting scrambled in the cigarette
smoke before it reached Dad. Or maybe the sound waves changed course and avoided him out
of fear? And why, instead of shouting or flushing the broth she had made down the toilet in
protest, did Mum shut herself in the kitchen in silence?

That was when he would stretch out his hands and those nicotine-yellow fingers
towards her. ‘My baby girl.” The words slurred. ‘Come to your Daddy.’

Sometimes, Mum would poke her head out from her silence and mutter something about
Luna having schoolwork, let’s leave her be. He never heard. ‘Come here,’ he would say, patting
his lap, ‘come here my clever, talented little straight-A student.’

He would march into her room as he pleased. It didn’t matter if she was changing or if
she had a friend over (a girl friend, she wouldn’t dare bring a boy home). He would come in
and immediately give her a little cuddle, nuzzling up to her, huffing and puffing in her face.
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Somewhere in the distance, seven doors away, Mum was cooking among a hail of clamouring
pot lids and a crackle of fireworks on the hob.

In third grade, Luna started to get sick. The words the grown-ups exchanged above her
sounded like the names of goddesses: asthma, allergies, arrhythmia. Sitting in the corridors of
the clinic was boring so Luna made up a song that she would sing under her breath, lifting
herself up off the chair and swinging her legs: asthma, allergies... asthma, allergies,
arrhythmia. Asthma, allergies, arrhythmia — a trio of sister outlaws. The doctor recommended
inhalation therapy, a diet and trips up into the mountains. Going for a stay at the allergy clinic
always felt like going on holiday. The other girls would cry because they were missing their
parents. She was the only one counting down the days with dread. When she got home, Daddy
loved her even more. That was when Mum stopped liking her altogether. Even though Luna
would have gladly given Daddy’s love to her instead. If she could, she would have given it to
her for Mother’s Day or on her name day, all wrapped up in beautiful paper with hearts and
doggies on it and tied up with a bow. But there was no prying Daddy’s love away from her.

Mum, meanwhile, directed all of her unused emotions towards Kajtek.

“You’ll make him go all sissy!” Dad would yell. A paper tissue soaked up the boy’s tears
before Mum scrunched the tissue and the tears into a little ball, and kissed her son’s damp
cheeks. Luna didn’t get kisses because Luna didn’t cry.

She and her Mum shared a single mission: to keep Kajtek safe from The General. They
never had any sort of formal arrangement, just that every time Dad began deliberating how to
make a real man out of this boy, one of them would start talking. Wittering on, as he called it.

Maybe Mum would start complaining that the cistern was broken, that the kids needed
new wellies, that she’d been chatting with Aunty Bozena who’d been on holiday to Ustka and
apparently there’s a lovely resort there for teachers and they’d be sure to give Dad a spot. She
would take a quick, deep breath in and bring the conversation back round to the cistern. She
never blamed Dad for it breaking. Must have been her or one of the kids, two left hands, didn’t
mean to, must have pulled the chain too hard. She would implore Dad to come to the rescue,
to be her knight in shining armour, because after all he was the only one who could take on
such a Big Fix. He was the only one who could get the sewage in the house, all that waste their
bodies expelled, to drain properly. That flow of clean water, enhanced by the sky blue of the
toilet block, that brought happiness and the scent of ocean breeze flooding back into the family
home, that was all thanks to him. Rabbiting on and on until Dad gave in, left Kajtek alone and
went to fix the hapless cistern.

If Kajtek was in too much trouble and Mum’s yakking wasn’t enough to get The General
off the warpath, then it was Luna who would spring into action, gulping down the saliva that
collected curiously in her mouth, nestling up to her Daddy and telling him about her latest A in
History. Taken aback by this showering of interest from his baby girl, Dad would mutter
something to his son about how they’re not done here and bare his yellow teeth to Luna in a
broad grin.

One day, Luna went into the toilet to find her Mum, sleeves rolled up and an adjustable
spanner in her hand, tightening a loose screw. That was how she discovered that her Mum was
perfectly capable of fixing the cistern herself. Another secret for her collection. Don’t tell a
soul, keep it to yourself, don’t share it with anyone, there’s no need.
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Naturally, Dad hated all the men who ever swarmed around Luna. She didn’t expect him to
make an exception for Theo just because she married him. Surprisingly, though, he had quite a
bit of time for him. His son-in-law was a mysterious but harmless creature, what with him
showing no desire to compete in the one sport Dad was interested in: drinking. Add to that the
fact that in the early days, Theo didn’t speak Polish (not that Dad not speaking English was
ever a problem).

When they visited Luna’s parents, her Dad would greet Theo with a firm handshake
before looking over his son-in-law’s shoulder to ask his daughter three questions, the same
three every time.

‘How was the journey? Which route did you take?’

There was only one way to get to where her parents lived.

The third question was rather more abstract: ‘You keeping warm?’

No matter the season, Luna would set about explaining what the temperature was in
their flat, whether or not they were opening the windows, whether they were turning on the
radiators, how many and in which rooms. Over time, Theo learned how to answer all three
questions so well that he could have an entirely realistic semblance of a conversation with his
father-in-law.

Things were a little trickier over dinner. Not only did Theo not drink, but to make
matters worse he asked questions about what type of cabbage to use for gotabki or how to make
dough for pierogi. Dad didn’t have a clue, didn’t know, didn’t care. Made out as if it would be
bad manners for him to talk with his mouth full and nodded in Mum’s direction. She’ll tell you.
Mum, a little embarrassed, asked, Why do you want to know that? I love cooking, Theo replied.
Dad coughed into his pickled cabbage slaw. A man who cooks, a bearded lady, Siamese twins,
for one day only, don’t miss this world exclusive.

Luna is sat by her desk, staring at the laptop screen, the thirty-seven pages of her PhD reflecting
the sunlight. Her thesis is on words. The fairly recent discovery of how people converse, how
they scrutinise words, how they categorise them and stitch them together seemed fascinating
to her. When she did it for long enough, and meticulously enough, people’s thought patterns
suddenly materialised out of the fog of language. In a way they were communicating, only all
they really wanted was confirmation of theories they already believed in.

Luna thought that researching what and how people speak would help her understand
reality, something she had a rather complicated relationship with.

She needs to be headstrong, to read a lot, to focus. Then maybe, one day, she’ll be a
head of department (a headstrong, well-read and focused head of department). It’s just a matter
of work, determination, publication.

Except that recently, Luna’s writing hasn’t been going well at all. She hasn’t written a
sentence in months. Not a single one. Maybe it’s the heat? The pressure? Maybe it’s got
something to do with the neighbour smoking out his window? Teasing, provoking her. She
could go downstairs, of course she could. Better to let Theo do it, though.

Theo? Theo, are you busy? Can you do something for me?
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Part II

[Context note: The smoking neighbour has died rather suddenly and, in a surprising twist, it
transpires that he has left his old house in the countryside to Theo and Luna. With their
relationship still faltering, they decide to bring Luna's beautician and friend, Miska, along with
them to help do up the house in the hopes of opening up a small B&B.]

Love is an indecisive bitch. Appearing and disappearing, always disappearing, if she even
makes an appearance at all. I have a proven method for dealing with her. Be the first to give
up. Give up on someone before they give up on you. Dont want for anything. If someone gets
close, instantly assume they’re going to leave. Leave them before they leave you. Withdraw,
break it off, hurt them before they hurt you. Break up the pain into manageable chunks,
homeopathic doses. I can do it all. [ am a master of the discipline, I have trophies and gold
medals in stonewalling love. I have degrees in avoidance, in saving face.

The door to the building is round back. The strange layout creates a pleasant sense of intimacy
and security. Whatever might crash through the gates, it won’t be able to simply waltz into the
house. It will have to walk around the side of the building first, to the left or the right, climb
the concrete steps and cross the small porch. Only then can it get its hands on the doorknob.

With a loud squeal of its hinges, the door opens onto a modest hallway with three further
doors. The wooden shelves, devoured by woodworm, would rather you didn’t put anything on
them. The door to the right leads to a large room with windows and from there the house grows
like a tree: first the trunk then the boughs, the branches and then the leaves. Behind the second
door the rooms multiply, becoming increasingly smaller. To the left, the main hallway opens
onto a kitchen, big and snug, and ending in an alcove containing a table and bed — all this
splendour that used to be a teacher’s flat. There is a window in the alcove that is entirely in the
shade of the branches and is not letting any light in.

The third door, the one straight ahead as you come in, leads to the bathroom. A dead
end that finishes in a clawfoot tub. They set up the boiler first thing and now they have thirty
litres of hot running water between the three of them.

On the first day, they place a large table and three chairs out front. They sit down, not
entirely sure where to start. Miska has made a dinner of vegetables and bread with olive oil.

The scent of the garden mixes with the flavour of the tea. A sluggish insect weaves its
way between the plates. Something deep inside Luna tucks itself away and finally she has a
fleeting moment of peace. She thinks about the words their new language will have. About how
they will need to create new ones to describe the world they have chosen. How they will have
to retune their city-speak, to broaden its vocabulary, because its limits cannot contain what it
is they have chosen to do.
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They have resolved to live here all summer long, tidying up without any real urgency.
They will take a look and see what they want to do and when they are ready — and Miska says
that they will be ready on time — then they will start talking about fixing up the attic. For now,
they want to do as much as they can themselves, just on the off chance they give up or find a
body in the basement. Pushing a heel gently into the soft grass, Luna silently asks this new
world to save her. She has to find herself, has to concentrate, has to write. Only work can save
her from the strange thoughts she was having in the city. Let this work, let it work, because this
is madness.

The first day turns into the second and then the third, until eventually they lose track of time —
it slips through the cracks between the buckets of gravel, the trips to the DIY shop, the bedding,
the furniture and the wheelie suitcases they aren’t able to drag by the handles. The house begins
to breathe a little irregularly, almost asthmatically. Theo, who is still teaching summer English
classes, is driving into town regularly. Miska’s son is at sports camp and they want to get a
room ready for him before he comes back. Luna and Miska take on the role of housekeepers,
tending to the chaos, plus the so-called garden which is growing everything normal people
don’t want, and nothing they would expect.

In the largest room, the one with a tiled fireplace, sofa bed and table, Theo hammered
a shelf into the wall. Luna put some books on it. Miska cleaned the iron door to the oven with
toilet cleaner. The walls looked rather bare so they grabbed some torches and headed up to the
attic. They found a few pairs of antlers, a stuffed owl and a shotgun that was almost definitely
genuine. Theo suggested giving it someone to get it cleaned up or whatever it is you do with
shotguns. He put it by the wall downstairs and that’s where it stayed. They called the room the
Hunting Lodge. Because of the antlers and the stuffed owl.

In between working and eating tomato sandwiches and moist strawberries right out of the
punnet, Luna and Miska chat. Or rather, Miska talks while Luna accompanies her in her tales.
Last night, the bottle of wine, that was an exception — Luna almost couldn’t stop the words
pouring out of her. Now, she feels uncomfortable about such intimacy, she can’t just conjure it
up like that. Her tongue, that was so easy to play last night, is once again a more complex
instrument. It splutters and manipulates, bent out of shape by yesterday’s jam session. What
did she say to Miska yesterday? Did she let something slip?

The world has been heated up to the point of absurdity. Luna looks around the room she
and Miska picked out to be Tymon’s bedroom. The walls are in pretty good nick. Luna wants
to clean and paint them so that there are no stains leering down at their little housemate. Theo
said it would be better not to paint until they had changed the windows and filled in the holes
but the girls want white walls now. They’ll paint them again if need be. Theo had taken all the
furniture — meaning the bed and the large armchair with the headrest — out of the room without
saying anything. He put the bed in the Hunting Lodge and dragged the armchair into the garden,
to a spot where you could get signal. That chair became the phone chair.



Translation © Rob Myatt 2023

Luna watches Miska as she talks on the phone and strokes the velvety backrest as if it
were a large, sleeping dog, a mess of branches and tall grass heaped up around her. It is a
pleasant feeling, watching somebody without them knowing. She doesn’t call it spying because
spying on somebody means the person doesn’t want to be seen and Miska always gives off the
impression that she doesn’t mind people looking at her. And Luna is looking.

Ever since they started the work, started emptying the rooms of rubbish, bits of wood and glass,
since they started beating the upholstery until there is so much dust caked to them it turns their
skin matte and grey, leaving them so exhausted in the evenings they don’t even have the energy
to eat, Luna has felt how deeply apartment life is ingrained in her. She couldn’t bring herself
to raise her voice and shout to Theo when he was working at the far end of the garden. ‘Don’t
yell, were you born in a field?!” Who said that? Someone important, and tall. Now, she is
surrounded by fields, and she could yell. But she can’t.

The block, Luna thinks, it’s not just a place. It's more a way of thinking. The block
infiltrates your thoughts, dictating how we perceive space and our right to it. Flat to flat, ear
to ear, cries wandering the pipes. Toilets being flushed. Excrement in the walls. Pretending it’s
not there. Pretending you’re all by yourself while there are people above, below and all around
you. Hush now, don’t make a sound. The biggest faux pas is to let yourself be heard, to let
others into your life through the pipes and the holes in the walls. You have to learn not to listen,
too. Not to listen to the other lives happening around you: what are they fighting about, listen
to them whine and moan, their children crying. Forget the lot of it before forgetting is no longer
an option.

Now, with nosy neighbours no longer a threat and with a bit of elbow grease, the noises in Luna
are beginning to dig their way out. It’s usually nothing more than a quiet moan or groan. A
whisper, a grunt, a murmur. They slip out of their own accord, uninvited. Luna pretends that
it’s because of the exertion, that she has to fire herself up every time she lifts a heavy object.
Whenever she is left alone in a room, cleaning the walls, she murmurs quietly, to herself. Only,
the noise wants more volume. Wants to be heard even, perhaps. Luna closes the doors and
windows. She’ll tell Miska it’s better that way because the walls will keep in the cold. In reality,
it lets that something that she doesn’t understand dig itself free in secret.

Luna watches Miska through the window, ambling about, care-free. As she does she
again feels something crawling up from her belly to her throat. Luna places a hand to her chest.
Her shirt is damp and her firm breastbone is buzzing beneath her fingers. The more Miska
glides serenely across the grass, the faster Luna’s voice pushes towards the surface, the more
it wants to squeeze its way through to her vocal chords and give them a strum. Luna presses
her hand against her ribcage with all her might. Hangs a sign on her vocal chords Closed! Not
open due to being closed. Recalls the sight of her mother secretly fixing the cistern, her
unmanicured fingers commanding silence. Slowly, the noise retreats inside Luna’s body,
oozing down and down like a thick oil, coming home to roost in the depths, in the darkness.

Miska finishes her conversation. She tilts her head back, turning her face to the sun.
For someone whose business is skin, she has a very laidback approach to tanning. She says it
makes her happy, even if it does age her. She squeezes white blobs of sun cream out of colourful
tubes and onto her skin and hair, rubbing it in and taking every opportunity to roast in the sun.
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In front of the house, on the steps, on the porch, by the fence and while weeding the garden.
She is almost constantly on the lookout for a patch of sunlight where she can lie down and soak
up the sun.

Naturally, Luna prefers the shade.

Her jittery mind starts to run amuck in the sun. What she needs is cold, to temper the
incessant activity in her head. Incessant. She is thinking about how she and Miska are almost
polar opposites and yet at the same time strangely alike. What is that called? Luna covers her
mouth instinctively, before the word can get out.

The front door squeaks, the one Theo was supposed to oil before he left. At least, that’s
what Luna thinks he said. ‘I’ll oil it before I go’. Then he forget. The noises coming from the
kitchen are a dead giveaway: cupboard, sink, door. Luna pictures Miska pouring water into a
mug and throwing in the mint leaves she went out for this morning on her bike. She brought
back three seedlings and a bag of soil. The earth in the garden is inhospitable, it trickles through
their fingers like sand, so the mint plant got shop-bought soil from a bag.

Miska enters the room, gives Luna a glass she definitely hadn’t asked for and launches
straight into her story. Just starts talking, as if picking up a cat that was rubbing against her
legs.

‘I had a long chat with Tymon,’ she says.

Sometimes, the need to be alone catches Luna quite off guard.

‘What about?’ asks Luna.

‘About what he needs, in order to grow and mature.’

It might seem like parents talk to kids at sports camps about what they’re eating, about
brushing their teeth, maybe about money. At least, that’s what Luna remembers from her
childhood.

‘About the important stuff, you know, the basics and all that.’

Miska gulps down the water and bends forwards. Her shirt peels away from her body,
all of it, revealing breasts that point downwards like a pair of triangles. Beneath them are two
folds of belly, as if her body is pursing its lips. And yet it feels to Luna as if she is the heavier
of the two. She feels like she weighs a tonne, or three, like the floor is about to give way beneath
her, sending her plummeting into the basement. She has to fight the feeling of heaviness. Work
will make her feel lighter. She has already put down dust sheets and taped up the doorframes
and electrical sockets. The slick, unbroken surface of the paint glistens from the open can. The
roller and tray ready and waiting.

Miska picks up a splinter of plaster from the floor, approaches the wall and draws a
pyramid with the sharp point.

‘At the bottom, you’ve got exercise, diet, excretion. Do you know how important it is
to poop regularly?

She doesn’t wait for a yes or no from Luna.

‘These are our primal needs, you won’t get anywhere without these. And yet, everyone
thinks they’re already two steps ahead, even though they’re sleeping poorly and not having
proper bowel movements.’

“You know people have come up with this stuff before? And written about it,” says
Luna. ‘Discredited it, too, I’'m pretty sure.’

Miska shrugs. ‘Yeah well, maybe.” Luna senses a touch of irritation.
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‘At the bottom here, these are your physiological needs, then comes safety and
belonging and then here, where it comes to a point, this is all about self-fulfilment.

‘Only the top of my pyramid, there’s going to be something else there. I didn’t used to
know what. Tymek recently helped me realise.’

Luna doesn’t care. Doesn’t want to know. She goes over to the paint, dips the roller into
it and starts painting, not turning to look at Miska. Soon, she reaches the spot where Miska
drew her pyramid.

‘Right at the top is family. But only at the very top. Not before,’ says Miska with a touch
of sadness. ‘For me, at least.’

Luna paints in silence. Or rather, in the maelstrom of her own thoughts, the constant
soundtrack to her life.
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Part III

[Context note: Miska has discovered that she has an unwanted pregnancy. Theo suggests to
Luna that they adopt the baby, only for the conversation to break down before it even begins.
Theo storms off to find something to calm his nerves but ends up picking a fight with the wrong
Polish patriot and winds up in hospital. While there, it is discovered that he has been suffering
from a serious illness for years and Luna finds herself playing nurse and caregiver. Meanwhile,
Zachary s daughter, Edyta, has turned up. Reluctantly, Luna decides to give her the house.]

At first, she actually felt happy about returning to the clean, sterile flat on the Park View II
estate. It took a few days for the colours of the walls, picked out so long ago, to get under her
skin, for the linen sprays to feel oppressive. She drifted about the house, trying to find
something to do but the only thing that settled her was leaving the flat. She bought a table and
chair for the balcony online. Flowers, too. She sold their exercise bike, in mint condition. One
day, she went to the university and asked if she could cut her leave short. They said they would
review it within the standard timeframe.

Edyta moved into the house in Nieroby. Apparently, she had suggested right away that
Miska and Tymon should stay, too. If it weren’t for the fact that Miska called Luna up every
evening, the world would have felt even more bleak.

She felt like she wasn’t much fun to talk to. She didn’t have anything to talk about, her
days all looked the same: do the shopping, go to the hospital, take a walk. Nothing of note ever
happened in between. Her memory was incapable of storing any of the conversations, situations
or events that another person might find interesting. The city was alive and all sorts of things
were happening, from concerts to car crashes. And yet, Luna didn’t care enough to hold onto
any of it.

Miska, on the other hand, flooded her with messages about plants, new ones and the
ones they’d managed to prune. About Wiadek and Janek who came to clear out the attic. Luna
tried to subtly enquire about the guy from the shop but Miska just told her it was complicated
and that was that. Luna pictured Miska sitting in the phone chair while talking to her, fidgeting,
getting cold, cocooning herself in the blanket, folding her legs underneath her against the
creeping chill of the autumn evenings. Every time they finished one of their chats, Luna would
sit on the balcony for a moment longer, looking at the ‘Love Me’ sign. She felt as if she were
sitting in a giant waiting room somewhere, waiting for something without knowing what.

‘What do you mean ‘leave’? Why are you saying things like that?’

“Things like what?’

“You’re just pretending you don’t understand me.’

Luna wraps her thick coat tighter around her. It’s cold, and it’s always two degrees
colder out the front of the hospital. Theo is sitting up straight, wearing the same shirt he now
wears around the clock. It’s as if the cold can’t get to him. Perhaps the bandage around the rib
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that refuses to mend is keeping him warm, or maybe Theo has more pressing concerns and the
cold knows it.

‘Why do you want to leave without me?’

‘I’'m not saying I want to. ’'m just saying it’ll be easier that way. There’s not enough
room at Mum’s for both of us.’

‘Maybe we could rent somewhere.’

‘I need money for my rehab, not rent.’

These conversations feel like running in circles: the faster they try to find a solution,
the sooner they wind up at the exit. The wind is getting under Luna’s shirt. She hadn’t put a
vest on because she thought they were going to meet inside and that she would look good if all
she had on underneath was a bra. In the end, they had gone outside for a short walk between
the hospital buildings. She was shaking and her nose was almost certainly red.

‘I’ll be better off in the UK, says Theo.

Luna hopes he’s talking about the hospitals, the health service, money. That he’s talking
about things that have nothing to do with her. About what the doctor said, for example. That
one of the discs in Theo’s spine had burst, releasing a thick lava that was pushing on his nerves.
That he could lose sensation or be paralysed. That Theo’s body has been poisoned by pain.
That Theo has to change his lifestyle, how he walks, sleeps, washes his face, how he pees. That
he’ll have to refrain from sexual activity for the time being.

The doctors have been looking into what procedure to perform on Theo’s spine but they
haven’t made a decision yet. Luna wonders if maybe it’s her fault, that maybe she’s the one
who broke Theo’s skeleton. What will happen if they find out?

‘I gave up the house.” Luna’s teeth are chattering.

“Yeah?’

‘Isn’t that what you wanted?’

‘I never asked you to give up the house.’

‘But you wanted me to.’

‘It was never ours to begin with, right?’

‘I don’t want you to go on your own.’

I don 't want to be left alone.

‘Right now, the most important thing for me is what I want.’

‘What do you want?’

“To get out of here.’

The wind has leapt down from the branches and forces Luna’s breath back inside.

‘What are you trying to say?’

Theo says nothing, with an expression on his face as if what she just asked him was
absurd.

“You’re freezing. You should get going.’

‘Fuck you, Theo.’

On the way to Nieroby, Luna has to make a stop. She pulls over to the side of the road, turns
off the engine and steps out of the car. A horn blares just behind her and a lorry thunders past
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inches away from her, the swirling wind tugging at her jacket and her hair. Luna tucks herself
into a ball and waits until the monster is far, far away. Then, she walks around the car and leans
against the passenger-side door.

The vast fields stretch before her, criss-crossed by the scars of the harvests. The lines
all pointing to the horizon, where they agreed to meet. But their separation is a law of geometry
and will never change. Luna’s heart is beating so fast it is almost pushing against her shirt.
Luna can feel the damp material beneath her armpits. Moisture is always shameful — the shame
of the fact that the body produces mucus, blood, sweat, tears. Ever since she was a child, the
greatest indignity she could suffer was someone spying a wet patch on her. Between her legs,
beneath her armpits. Now, she couldn’t care less.

Luna takes a breath in, cautiously. Her throat feels tight, she doesn’t really know what’s
wrong with her, she feels desperately afraid. She struggles to slow her breathing, to get a grip
on the maelstrom swirling inside her head. She places a hand on her ribs and strokes her heart.
Coffee. Too much coffee, not enough water. Not enough food, not enough calm, too much
thinking. She knows she is losing Theo. She knows it is her fault that she is losing him. The
truth is as she had always suspected: she is broken. She is a rotten egg, a poison apple. She
kept the evil inside for so long that it expired and died.

She needs to see Miska. Needs to spend time with her again in their house. Luna’s need
for Miska is organic. Perhaps it’s an escape, Luna doesn’t really care. The same way a person
who is drowning doesn’t care what colour the life ring is. Miska is her salvation.

Somewhere in the distance, grass is burning. Luna feels as if she can hear the despair
of the insects and the animals condemned to death. She had never given much thought to
animals before. After three months in Nieroby, she began to notice them and later came to view
their lives as something entirely ordinary. Catching insects in jars and bringing them outside.
If they were wingless critters, she would put them in a dustpan and delicately release them onto
the grass. Even frogs and lizards, which used to make her stomach turn, now felt just as
essential as having energy in the sockets or milk in the fridge. Luna looks out at the burning
meadow and can feel the anguish welling up inside her. It isn’t easy for anyone to come to
terms with the fact that they are destined to be erased, that they are not in fact loved.

As Luna nears Nieroby, the sky is still bright but is keeping the light for itself, not giving any
of it away. She parks next to a large van with a German number plate. She opens the gate and
enters the darkness that is descending on the garden. The chair where they got reception has
vanished; the path to the porch has been cleared up and covered with compacted soil. Someone
has hung little lights above the entrance and she can hear a delicate tinkling of wind chimes. In
front of the birch tree sit two chairs, facing one another, their seats almost touching. All very...
German.

Luna turns the handle instinctively. It occurs to her that she never once knocked on the
door and when it turns out to be locked, she pauses for a moment, wondering what to do.

‘Finally!” Miska’s freckles, the sand-coloured confetti, turn to gold in the light of the
lamp. Miska is wearing lipstick and smells of sandalwood.

They embrace, Luna letting go second. Then Edyta appears and Luna’s joy retreats into
the depths.
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They eat dinner in the Hunting Lodge which they don’t call the Hunting Lodge anymore
and which looks different somehow. In the fireplace, which seemed unsalvageable, a fire is
burning. They chat about Theo’s health, about how everything will be alright. The words are
like bubbles — they make for an enjoyable disruption but all they leave behind are wet patches.
Miska made soup and roast vegetables, her cheeks burning as she chatters away. Eventually,
she says that if Luna wants, then maybe she could move here, live here, be here. Is it not weird
that it’s Miska saying that, not Edyta? Luna can’t focus. All she can think about are the changes
she can see until eventually, under a blanket Edyta gave her, her anxiety melts away. Her room
hasn’t changed. They really are keeping it for her. That’s nice. At last, it feels like summer.

She wakes before sunrise, feeling like her bladder is about to explode. She tiptoes to
the bathroom. There is one particularly creaky floorboard in front of Miska’s room. She avoids
it. The light in the bathroom is blinding so she turns it off and pees in the dark — she knows the
layout of the room like the back of her hand. On the way back, she pauses in front of the door
to Miska’s bedroom. She opens it silently. The room is west-facing and at this hour it is still
night-time. There are little lights shining above Miska’s bed. A tattooed arm is wrapped around
her like an octopus’ tentacle. Edyta is spooning Miska, her breasts resting against her shoulder
blades. They are both naked, their skin the same colour. The light above the bed looks cheap
and tacky. Luna closes the door slowly. She doesn’t want to be caught watching, not this time.



