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A pastel sky, cloudless, and a hospital corridor – dark, save for a wide band of light, dark as 

snow, dissecting the room to the right. My brother standing there in his white pyjamas, brilliant, 

showing me something, all excited. Visitor’s day. His godmother came too, she’s the only one 

I can see in the waiting room. It was she who gave me a pill and a glass of water before the 

funeral. 

The red-brick hospital where we both were born. 
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In the early nineties, you could make do with absolutely anything. Bread with butter and salt, 

because we weren’t the types to eat it with sugar, rice dumplings with who knows what, but 

appetising all the same. They weren’t the fanciest, perhaps, or the tastiest, but they warmed the 

belly as they digested. Of course, the second we had a get-together, we practically had a feast, 

easy, just slaughter a pig, render the fat, smoke the bacon and sink your teeth into a cucumber. 

Hej, szable w dłoń!, that nineties anthem ringing out across the park, around the fire, across a 

crowd of people and a crowd of sticks with sausages and slices of white bread on them. Hey, 

swords at the ready! 

Dad would sing along as if calling his men to battle, it would often blare from the old 

Grundig, just as long as you remembered to slide a match neatly into the gap between the 

housing and the large button with the arrow on it. 

Creamy mayonnaise salad, mountains of pork mince patties, pork cutlets and slices of 

pork shoulder, coleslaws and sour cream sauces, whipped potatoes, and so many cakes, some 

topped with delicious icing, but most sprinkled with crunchy kruszonka, not to mention the 

shortcrust pastries and fluffy yeast cakes. The banquets lasted until the leg paralysis and 

stomach upsets set in, until the cakes were mere crumbs on their trays. On a family day out to 

see my cousin take his military oath, it was as if a diner had grown wheels. Dad made loaf cake 

which spilt out onto the large tray as it baked. He portioned it out to his swinging and swaying 

family and poured vodka, the best digestive aid, clear and not quite chilled. 

Drink up and you won’t feel a thing. Alright, I can feel my liver but that’s not what 

hurts, it must be something else, I’ll take something for it. 

We concluded our delicious sauce-covered tea by licking the plates clean. 
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We lived on a cobbled street, separated from modernity by a thin line. Just past the end of the 

tenement block, it became a paved road because people needed to park in front of the market 

opposite. The wall separating the yard from the sheds where people kept their junk was in 

tatters, the innards punching their way to the surface. The garden out back ran wild, the carpet 

hanger was broken. We would spend entire days out in the road there, no-one ever drove that 

way. Everything was crumbling, neglected, but still in use, accustomed to seeing the outlines 

of people and warmed by our hands and feet. Only now were the cracks beginning to creep 

across the brick walls. 

The brickwork was no longer all that visible; much like the ground-floor toilet and the 

pantry with the little window behind the kitchen, as cold as the cellar. 

We were playing in that street one bright sunny day. I squinted so that I could get a 

good aim. I made my brother stand on the pavement with his back to me, while I stood in the 

road with my legs spread wide. My vision was disrupted by the glare of the sun reflecting off 

the windows. In one hand, I held a hunk of brick. I threw it and the blood began to pour from 

my brother’s head. Back home, Mum bandaged him up. 

He was lying on the couch, the top of his head just visible above the back cushions. I 

walked past him, I think I said something, I don’t think he looked at me, I left the house. I sat 

on the stairs one floor down and burst into tears. A neighbour poked her head out, sat down 

next to me and I told her what I’d done. 
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Grandpa from Boratyn/Reblin/Słupsk hid behind his belly, shielding himself from all the evils 

of the world. He carried it like a reminder of fate which had knocked him for six, wrenched 

him from his natural environment and disabused him of the notion that any of his decisions 

were ever made freely. And perhaps rendering him inert at the first signal sent from his guts to 

his brain to tell him that’s enough. 

Trespassing. 

From the country to the city. Leaving the farm where he would have got away with it, 

all of it, scot-free, working in the fields burnt off every single gram of fat. He always had meat 

and veg when the shops ran out thanks to his sister who would pay a visit to the countryside 

every Wednesday. A happy happenstance, for a change. 

Now, it’s a form of self-indulgence, of self-care – and care for others. Bellies are to be 

full at all times and anyone who feels even the tiniest pang of hunger shall be yanked out of 

their misery tout suite. Grandma from Wołyń/Reblin/Słupsk doesn’t leave the kitchen, as she 

fulfils wants and desires. For Grandpa, for all of us. Dishing up plates heaving with tasty treats. 

But woe betide anyone who filled up on tea before dinner and was unable to finish their meat, 

potatoes and coleslaw or, heaven forbid, left their plate virtually untouched. That poor soul 

would be reprimanded and reminded in no uncertain terms that it took a lot of watching over, 

supervising, seasoning, do they have no respect for the labour of others? To eat one’s fill, to 

one’s heart’s content is to obey, to be prudent, to survive, and digestion proves that you exist. 

So eat – 

So live, child. 

It is a brief pleasure, already forgotten. Que será, será. As pain is your witness. 

Grandpa’s organs worked until the diabetes and atherosclerosis set in; the ground gave 

way beneath his old age when it weighed a few stubborn pounds too many. 
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During the Second World War, a Bernardine monastery took in Poles who were fleeing the 

nearby villages. 

The church teemed with frightened people, a flock of faithful hiding in the overcrowded 

crypts, packed like sardines behind the defensive wall. 

Grandpa from Boratyn/Reblin/Słupsk would sometimes take out a small icon of Our 

Lady of Sokal from between the pages of a pocket Bible. 

Our lady of consolation. 
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When Grandpa from Boratyn/Reblin/Słupsk lived with Auntie, he took great care to ensure 

there was always smoked sausage in the fridge. Good smoked sausage, meaning the fatty kind 

that peered up at you with white eyes, but more importantly lots of it, always; that they should 

never want for sausage. He would call to his great-grandson, shove a few notes in his hand and 

tell him: go and buy us a kilo. Auntie would twist his arm, convince him they already had 

plenty, that if they bought more, it’d only go off. 

As Grandpa lay in the hospital for the final time, his not inconsiderable belly looking 

as always like an unfurled parachute, he cried out for sausage. His daughters brought sausage, 

his son brought sausage, the nurses rationed sausage. 
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Supposedly, my brother’s illness started out as a tummy ache. Between visits to the doctor, 

Mum took me to our bedroom and told me not to say anything to my brother about the fact he 

didn’t have any hair. 

A large face loomed over me, large glasses on its nose and behind it, a white door – 

back then, we still had a door between the rooms in our flat in Słupsk. My skinny Mum looked 

pretty in her pastel-blue corduroy bell-bottoms. 

Don’t draw any attention to it, please, she said. 

Her face close to mine. 

A little while later I called my brother over to the large mirror in the front room. Our 

little faces were scarcely higher than the bottom edge of the frame. I told him not to worry 

about not having any hair, after which he went and asked Mum why he was bald. 
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Mum’s speciality is karkówka z gruszką, pork shoulder with pear. The first time she visited me 

in Kraków, one of the gifts she brought me was a litre of fat saved up from roast karkówka. A 

litre jar of lard to show that she cared, that she was trying – this from a Mum who had never 

once made extra for me while I was at university. 

It sat in the fridge for a month until it went bad. 
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She used to patch up the sleeves of Mum’s jacket when she was little. Layers of fabric marking 

the passage of time like the rings on a tree. Because Grandma from Łódź/Gdynia/Gdańsk lived 

according to the maxim: feed, clothe, anoint and, with less frequency, open your home. 

Grandma would tell us that when she was in hospital for her appendix – her brothers 

were either in the army or at sea at the time – she left the dog by their empty family home. She 

was his favourite, he would follow her all the way to the bus stop, he always knew exactly 

where it was and never got lost. Then he would return to the empty home and wait. A neighbour 

fed him until someone stoned him to death in the forest behind the fence. One of the brothers 

returned from the army and wouldn’t bury the corpse until the neighbour made him. The dog 

had been a beautiful mix of Irish setter and wolf. 

That’s enough now, Grandma, I said. Please. 

I felt a stabbing pain in my side, as what was left of my gallbladder made its presence 

felt. 
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Dad would eat bones and all, that’s what they used to say. Mum would make broth from a 

chicken carcass, its frame almost entirely devoid of meat. 

A shipwreck at the bottom of a pot. 

Once boiled, it would wind up on a large plate, sometimes accompanied by the odd 

parsnip or carrot. These were father’s feasts until my sister and I got a taste for those boiled 

remains – we were not put off by the grey latticework structures. You had to snap it just right 

so that you could dig out the scraps of meat from the virtually empty insides and the cavities 

of marrow. 

We enjoyed watching Dad: not wasting food, sucking out the white fibres from the thin 

neck, forming mountains of the cleanest, pristine skeletons with focus and precision. 

Our two gullets waiting to be filled, beaks poking at father’s breast. 
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There are two types of cleanliness, Grandma from Łódź/Gdynia/Gdańsk would say, surgical 

cleanliness, meaning there are no bacteria and you can slice someone up, and the type of 

cleanliness that means there’s no dirt. I never could say which cleanliness Grandma managed 

in her home. 

On family trips, before my sister and I descended on the sandwiches, ravenous, Grandpa 

from Chodzież/the children’s home/Gdańsk, would take a bottle of water, soap and towels from 

the car boot. After that, came the ablutions. 

There’s still a little bit of soap left, I’ll pour you some water for rinsing; use the brush, 

please, there’s grime under your fingernails, there is, I can see it. 

Sometimes our cleanliness was put under the microscope, but ultimately we kids had 

the final say, convinced as we were that bacteria were visible to the naked eye. 

The sandwiches were coated in a thick layer of butter. The ones with pasztet, baked 

pâté, melted the quickest in our saliva, creating a soupy, indefinable mush that filled our 

mouths, making it feel as if the crusts were fleeing from the chomping of our teeth as they 

drowned. 

You had to practically drink those sandwiches like juice. 
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Margarine – the hero of the one-woman play. Wire fridge shelves with a leftover block of 

margarine illuminated by the artificial glow. Sometimes, I see it when I look at the grilles in 

the windows passing by. 

And the slice of crunchy bread in my hand, consumed by a wide-open window and my 

freshly injured finger in a plaster, the first one I remember. Beyond the window, the low, once-

industrial complex and the apple tree that was picky about when it bore fruit, not that that 

stopped me ripping them off the branches with the boys from across the way. 

A time of black sand in the yard, garages full of tools and junk, carpet hangers and 

gardens between tenanted flats. You could get into the bins, too, lifting one of the eight lids and 

diving in, finding a puppy among the wet newspapers plastering the bottoms of the dust cans. 

For many years, I thought our tenement block was stood on the site of the battle of Psie 

Pole and that the street perpendicular to ours was called Henryk Pobożny Street because he 

must have died during that battle. The only piece of the puzzle that didn’t fit was the primary 

school, named for Tadeusz Kościuszko who came several hundred years later. 

That school was where I had stood in line gawkily, waiting for the red badge with the 

white lettering; only, the headmistress was pointing her index finger at my squat legs in their 

winter boots and snow-white tights, legs that hadn’t heard of standing to “attention” and knew 

only how to be “at ease”. 
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When I was working in Elbląg – just after school when employment was mandatory – a friend 

and I rented a room somewhere, a small one. You entered from a narrow corridor, the door was 

over to the left and immediately behind the door, on the right, was a table and by the wall 

opposite was a single large bed, while to the left there was a pretty bay window and a small 

chest of drawers. The landlady was kind, she knew we weren’t going home for the holidays – 

because shifts – and besides, we didn’t have very much money. So she gave us barszcz and 

bread, plus some pickled herring. What a feast we had! It was a time when no-one had all that 

much and every bit counted. 

Grandma from Łódź/Gdynia/Gdańsk would tell us about her early days as a nurse, as 

she threw out soup that had gone sour and cauliflower that had spent the night on the 

windowsill. 

  



Translation © Rob Myatt 2026 

86 
 

I wasn’t a fussy eater. I would shovel heaped spoons into my gullet with the raised, flailing 

arms of a feeder. More haste, more more. Grandpa from Boratyn/Reblin/Słupsk would egg me 

on, it amused him, Mum used to say. 

Let her eat, what you whinging for, come on, come sit here, don’t listen to your mother, 

eh? Help yourself to some more, there’s plenty to go around. 

Lives of excess. 

Sometimes, I’d find myself unable to catch my breath and I would lie horizontal for an 

hour or two or throw up when guests suddenly sat down at the table the other side of the wall. 

Eating up past your eyeballs, past your topknot, such was the joy of these occasions. Family 

gatherings, Christmases, name days, you name it. Stocking up for winter, you never know when 

your next meal might be, and always remember: take it when it’s offered. Eat when it’s to be 

had. 

In PE, I never could manage the jump over the pommel horse or the vaulting box, I had 

the worst time in the sixty-metre sprint and I was always picked last for teams. 

On the first day at my new school, a friend’s first words to me were: you’re so huge, 

almost yelling, tilting her head and stretching the vowel. My best friend in first grade, she spent 

fifth grade following me around during breaktime, calling me fatty, pinching, spitting. Mum’s 

response to my feeling blue was to always repeat that thin girls will die before fat girls waste 

away and that that Ukrainian mother of hers ought to teach her some manners, either that or go 

back where she came from because otherwise she’s going to take matters into her own hands. 
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I was the youngest patient on the internal medicine ward. 

Watching Doctor Quinn with fried onions and bread, white onions, diced thick 

the way Mum liked; she was repulsed by the raw ones on Dad’s sandwich. When Mum 

made broth, it was just slightly oversalted and served with a slice of bread with Masmix 

butter spread. 

Treating the itchy skin behind my knees and in the crooks of my elbows was a 

lengthy process at the Golden Gate dermatology clinic involving a prescription cream. 

Following some intense scratching – what relief, what agony – the diseased area 

of skin turned red and became feverishly hot. 
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Before a laparoscopy to remove my gallbladder, I wrote on a scrap of paper: 

going to have 

two new holes 

what for 

have already got 

more than enough 
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My little sister was stood in the middle of the room in a pair of tights. Two stripes on her bum, 

one at the front. She pulled down her tights, she pulled down her pants, she took the potty and 

said she was going to pee like a boy. Wee dripping down two delicate little legs and onto the 

carpet. 

I took it out on her from the beginning. It should’ve been you that died, I’d tell her, 

instead of him. 
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In 1951, when Stalin exchanged his four-hundred and eighty square kilometres in Bieszczady 

for the same area of land in the Bełz–Krystynopol–Uhrynów triangle, Grandpa from 

Boratyn/Reblin/Słupsk was forced to up sticks, together with his mother, father, brother and 

two sisters. Travelling by cart, loaded with all their possessions, they reached either Tomaszów 

Lubelski or Hrubieszów. And waited. I don’t know why no-one checked to make sure they 

reached Bieszczady or Ziemie Odzyskane, the so-called Regained Territories. And then, they 

decided to go back because why not, I guess, that’s where their farm was and maybe they could 

live under Stalin? But someone turned them around, told them there’s no point, there’s nothing 

there. Or was it that their Ukrainian neighbour had warned them about something during the 

war? 
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Grandpa from Boratyn/Reblin/Słupsk at the head of the table by the wall with a view of the 

front room: sitting the way he would sit in the block of flats on Romer Street where he lived 

with Grandma from Wołyń/Reblin/Słupsk for decades. 

People with baggage, people who’d crossed borders, rivers, the thresholds of strangers’ 

houses, their presence filled the cramped hallways of the tiny two-bed flat in Ziemie 

Odzyskane. 

Dad, my sister and me, Grandpa with his elbows on the edge of the table. That one and 

only time I asked him what he did during the war. Which is one more time than Dad asked. 

Grandpa was supposedly a talented musician – there were pictures of him holding my 

childhood flute – and he could play the harmonica by ear, but on that particular occasion, he 

painted us a picture: the Bernardine church in Sokal, dedicated to Our Lady of Consolation, 

formerly the Infant Mary. 

That day, after mass, the priest ordered the women to return to their homes and prepare 

Sunday lunch – the men were to stay behind. The Germans were stood across the river, 

observing the moves on the chessboard, as the Ukrainians in front of the church decided who 

would be black and who would be white. 

Doors barricaded, a hail of bullets. They sat hunched behind the walls. 

We froze, gripped by his description of wet breeches and cheeks, breathing in the fear-

filled air. It was hard to ask any more questions. We didn’t necessarily want to know more, 

given how long the story had waited to be told. 

But we knew we had to listen for as long as Grandpa wanted to talk. 
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I was talking to Mum once. 

Oh, it’s you, finally, why don’t you call more often? How are things? I didn’t get a 

chance to answer. Oh, Tosiek, really, empty again? Honestly, you’re a little hoover, a real 

bottomless pit, you’re eating me out of house and home, you are. Mum was talking to the cat 

but also, sort of, to me. I give him food and a minute later he’s gobbled it all up and is rubbing 

against my legs again, but then he’s so small and skinny, who’d have thought it? I’m never 

feeding you again, you little greedy guts. And the poops, proper people poos, they’re so big, 

they’re almost impossible to clean up. And Frania’s always out all day but when she does get 

in, she gets a little something as well, the lady at the butcher’s knows to put aside a few hearts 

for me. While Miecio’s more polite, he’ll come by for a cuddle in the evenings, purr into my 

sleeve and knead my shoulders. Aha, okay, Mum, that’s great. 

I remembered the time Frania jumped from a high shelf straight onto the face of a 

sleeping cousin. 

 


