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Prologue

Freya

London, 9 November 1989

I’m still able to follow my own train of thought, but listening to other people makes me tired so I keep the sound turned off on the television. Like a child watching a cartoon, I can usually follow the action by looking at people’s expressions, but on this extended news programme I’m struggling to read the earnest young faces.

The Benetton colours of their jackets are bright under the searchlights trained on them from the eastern sector. On this side, the west, the Berlin Wall is covered with graffiti. Someone has found a ladder and those already on top of the Wall are pulling others up. It’s been dark for hours and they wear scarves, keeping their hands in their pockets and their shoulders hunched against the November cold.

The TV coverage cuts to another section of the Wall where young men are hammering and chiselling at a concrete surface that barely yields. The force of their misty breath and focused energy conveys hope and joy: not merely knocking down but breaking through.

Even if I could easily follow the newscaster’s commentary, what would I learn? Is change of this magnitude really about to happen or will the tanks arrive in the morning to shore up the old regime once again? The anxiety on these young faces asks the same question.

I think of the Narnia books I used to read to the children when they were little, and how the snow of endless winter – always winter but never Christmas – began to thaw. But thaw can be painful, and regeneration cruel. Can I face it?

If these serious, eager people succeed in demolishing what has for so long seemed unalterable, and actually tear a hole in the Iron Curtain, then how many decades of secrets will come tumbling through?

Oh, yes, I understand all too well why sometimes it is far less complicated to keep a wall in place.
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Kirsty, London, two weeks later

My mother is not an easy patient. To her, patients are submissive, impotent creatures, and she – Dr Freya Grant – has no intention of becoming one. Not that she’s in denial about her condition. She knows she’s dying from an inoperable brain tumour and, if she could speak, would explain it better than I can. Her doctors say that, while her mind is as sharp as ever, a rapidly spreading glioma in the left frontal lobe has left her with expressive aphasia – the inability to speak, read or write. She can still understand language and can occasionally form sounds, but they are often meaningless, which annoys her so much she’d rather remain silent.

It started with fatigue – noticeable in a woman with as much vitality as Freya – followed by headaches and an increasing inability to find the right word. Luckily my brother Archie was with her when she had her first seizure four months ago – or the first she admitted to, anyway – and he took her straight off to see a specialist. He and my mother are both doctors, and, even under Maggie Thatcher, the NHS still takes care of its own. The consultant put her on various medications, but she’s not been able to communicate with us verbally for weeks now.

We don’t need a brain surgeon to tell us that her intellect is unimpaired. I don’t mean to be sarcastic. I truly admire her courage and stoicism in the face of this prognosis. She’s an admirable woman, always has been, much loved by patients and colleagues alike, and I can’t imagine life without her. But I still go on wishing that she might have been different, that, once in a while, Freya could have allowed her professional role to take second place and simply been my mum. Now she can no longer voice her opinions, I miss more than ever the mother she might have been.

Understandably, Freya refuses to leave her home of over twenty years. But Dulwich is all the way across London from where Martin and I live in Kentish Town, and with two teenage sons at school and my job teaching women’s studies at a north London polytechnic, it’s a stretch. Sometimes I have to remind myself it’s not her fault that I’m thirty-six and run ragged. All the same, if the traffic is bad, it can take more than an hour to get to her and, as Archie lives out in Essex, it invariably falls to me to make sure that she’s safe and comfortable.

Such are my thoughts as we sit together watching the evening news after a silent supper of M&S lasagne. I used to natter away, telling her what the boys were up to, or repeating some of the gossip from work, but she finds listening an effort, especially when she can’t respond beyond the odd hand signal, nod or shake of her head. So I’m glad to see her engrossed in the extraordinary news from Germany, and only wish I could hear the silent commentary unspooling in her mind.

Last week a bulldozer smashed its way through a section of the Berlin Wall, allowing thousands of East Berliners to flood through. The watchtowers, searchlights and snipers’ nests have been abandoned and, night after night, people are filmed dancing and embracing on top of the Wall. Emboldened by events in Berlin, today’s news shows hundreds of thousands of protesters gathering in Prague in defiance of the riot police who, only a couple of days ago, brutally laid into them. In London, everyone has been smiling and happy, full of hope. The speed with which the Soviet empire is unravelling is astonishing, as if history is suddenly on fast forward and making up for lost time.

I am not well travelled. I’ve certainly never been to an Eastern Bloc country. School holidays when we were little were spent with grandparents in Scotland or Hampshire. After the divorce, Archie and I went a couple of times to stay with our father, Nick, in Los Angeles, and he took us to the Grand Canyon and to see the Californian Redwoods. Archie enjoyed the trips and went several times more, but by then I was a moody teenager and refused to go. It never occurred to me that Dad would have a massive coronary and die when I was still at university. Since then, apart from a couple of academic conferences, it’s been France or Italy plus our three big family holidays in Australia, visiting Martin’s parents.

I try to imagine what it’s like to be literally walled in and shot on sight merely because you fancy a wander out to see what lies beyond. There have been a lot of jokes this week about East Berliners celebrating their freedom by heading straight for McDonald’s or the KaDeWe department store, but I don’t blame them. It’s human nature. I bet people were equally excited about the latest shade in glass beads when Stonehenge was new.

But I’d love to hear what Freya has to say about it all, and ache that I never will, even though she sits right beside me in her usual chair, frowning at the TV screen.

I lean over and touch her hand. She turns to me and I smile. She pats my hand and looks back to the screen just as the doorbell rings.

It’s after nine o’clock and, from the shake of her head, she’s not expecting anyone, either.

It’s a man I don’t recognize. He stands back unthreateningly but there’s something a bit off-key about his clothes and the way his hair is cut that makes him appear foreign or even institutionalized.

‘Excuse me,’ he says politely. ‘My name is Tomasz, Tomasz Dolniak. I am from Poland.’

I give a tight-lipped smile and grip the door. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, ‘but if you’re selling something—’

‘Oh, no.’ He appears stricken. ‘No. I am looking for someone. The sister of Dr Freya Grant. Is this her house?’

I hesitate, not wanting to admit too much, but also mildly intrigued. He’s a little older than me and seems pleasant enough – rather good-looking, in fact.

‘This is Dr Grant’s house,’ I say, ‘but I’m afraid her sister died many years ago.’

His face falls. He digs into the pocket of his patchwork leather jacket and brings out an envelope. From it he takes a small, creased black-and-white photograph and holds it out to me. The porch light isn’t very bright, but I make out two young women leaning against the half-demolished wall of a bombed-out house. They wear dusty boots, trousers and shirts with rolled-up sleeves, each with some kind of identifying armband. They’re smiling into the sun, but appear thin and tired, with no make-up, and one has her hair bundled up under a military-style cloth field cap.

Tomasz points to the one wearing a cap. ‘This was my mother, Malgorzata Dolniak. This other lady, I was told she might be the sister of Dr Grant.’

The woman he indicates resembles all the photographs I’ve ever seen of my mother from before I was born. And also all the photographs I’ve ever seen of Mum’s identical twin sister, Shona.

‘You’d better come in,’ I say.

*

I try not to have conversations behind Freya’s back – it’s cruel enough that she can’t ask what’s going on – and she’ll have heard me bring in this visitor, so I lead him straight into the living room without explaining her predicament to him.

She has already turned off the television and is standing ready to greet him, as her good manners demand. She’s alert and curious, as if an unexpected visitor might be a nice break from routine. I turn to the man and catch him looking from the photograph to Freya and back again. She’s a striking woman and, despite her grey hair, she has retained the same deep-set dark eyes, perfect cheekbones and strong nose she had when young. It’s obvious what he must be thinking – that Freya was the young woman standing beside his mother.

‘I’m Kirsty,’ I say. ‘And this is my mother, Dr Freya Grant. She and her sister Shona were twins.’ I check that he has understood, then turn back to her. ‘Mum, this is Tomasz . . . Dolniak, did you say?’

He nods.

She shows no reaction to the name, but then names don’t mean much to her, these days.

He offers his hand, which she takes, while I explain to him that she can’t speak because she’s ill, but can understand if he doesn’t speak too fast. It’s a lot for him to take in, but he nods as if it makes sense.

‘He has a photograph of Shona with his mother,’ I say, trying to anticipate the questions that Freya would want to ask. ‘Can you show it to her?’ I ask him.

Freya holds out her hand eagerly and stares at the small rectangular image. Her face creases in sadness as she strokes the picture gently with her forefinger, and I think for the thousandth time in my life how strange it must be to look at a picture of your dead sister and see yourself. Then she looks up at Tomasz Dolniak, examining his face. Whatever she sees, she returns to her chair as if suddenly tired. She seems reluctant to hand back the photo and he lets her keep hold of it.

‘Do sit down,’ I say, after Tomasz has refused my offer of tea or coffee. ‘Maybe you can tell my mother more about the photograph. Where and when it was taken, for instance.’

Mum keeps her eyes on Tomasz. He returns her gaze as he speaks.

‘In Warsaw,’ he says. ‘In August nineteen forty-four.’

I’m taken aback. I’d assumed the picture was taken here and that the two women were wearing civil-defence armbands, helping out after an air raid or something. Shona died before I was born but I can’t recall it ever being mentioned that she’d gone to Poland, especially not during the war. I glance at Freya, who doesn’t seem in the least surprised, which increases my astonishment.

‘And your mother?’ I prompt him.

‘Your aunt would have known her as Gosia. It’s short for Malgorzata but Gosia was also her codename as a member of the AK, the Armia Krajowa. She fought with the underground army during the Uprising.’

I realize I know almost nothing about Polish history. The Uprising: was that to do with the Jewish ghetto?

‘Your relative,’ Tomasz continues, ‘was known in Warsaw only by her codename, Olenka.’

‘Her codename?’ I echo.

‘She came by parachute, to help the Uprising.’

Tomasz looks at Freya, whose nod seems to say that she understands what he’s talking about. She’s breathing quite fast, but I can’t believe how unfazed she seems by these revelations. There were aspects of her sister’s life that Mum has always preferred not to talk about, but I’m absolutely certain I’d remember if she’d ever mentioned Shona parachuting into enemy territory.

I remind myself I must put my own mystification aside and ask the questions she’d want to ask.

‘So how did you find us?’

‘I have been around the Polish organizations here,’ he says. ‘At the Hearth Club, someone recognized Olenka as Shona Grant and then remembered she had a sister who was a doctor. Someone else told me that any public library would have a book that lists all the doctors. It gave this address.’

The Medical Directory, I think. ‘And why is it so important to find her?’ I ask.

He’s embarrassed, which briefly makes him seem much younger. ‘I never knew either of my parents. My mother died in a Soviet gulag when I was thirteen. That photograph is all I have.’

Freya leans forward and hands the picture back to Tomasz.

I try to recall what I do know about Shona. She had a degree in modern languages – not that common for a woman in those days – and had been in uniform, based in London, during the war. It’s anyone’s guess what she was actually doing at a time when secrecy was taken seriously. Maybe even Freya never knew the full story.

‘You must have been hoping to find my aunt,’ I say. ‘So she could tell you more about your mother.’

He stands up abruptly. ‘Yes. My apologies. I shouldn’t have come here. Your mother is not well. I must go.’

‘No, please,’ I say. ‘Stay. Tell us more.’

He sits down again on the edge of his chair.

‘Do you know what my aunt was doing in Warsaw?’ I ask.

He shakes his head. ‘The man at the Hearth Club who recognized her said she must have gone there with one of the Cichociemni.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘They were Polish special agents trained here to go back and fight for their country. “Cichociemni” is difficult to translate. It means silent, unseen. That’s all I know. Everything they did was secret. What happened in Warsaw during the war is hardly talked about in Poland but here they told me my mother was a heroine of the Uprising. That is why they helped me to find Olenka.’

‘I’m sorry we can’t help you,’ I say. ‘But you know more than I do.’

‘Olenka, your aunt, also knew my father. I want to find him.’

I glance at my mother. She leans back with an elbow on the arm of her chair, a hand over her eyes. I long to question Tomasz further, but she tires easily and can only take in so much at a time.

‘I’m happy to do what I can,’ I tell him. ‘But it’s getting late.’

‘Of course,’ he says, standing up immediately. ‘Thank you. You’ve been very kind.’

‘Are you here for long?’

His face lights up. ‘We have open borders. No more impossible bureaucracy or being denied a passport. I can go back whenever I want.’

‘Then can we meet another time? I’ll give you my home and work numbers.’ I scribble them down as he glances at Freya but she doesn’t seem to notice that he’s leaving.

‘It’s extraordinary, what’s happened in Berlin,’ I say, as I walk him to the door. ‘The fall of the Wall.’

‘I can’t believe it,’ he replies.

As we shake hands rather formally I take in his strong, broad shoulders, light brown hair and very blue eyes. And then he leaves. I ought to have done more, at least offered him a lift to the station on my way home, but first I must settle Mum for the night.

When I return to the living room she is still sitting with her head resting in her hand, exhausted. We have seldom been physically demonstrative with one another, but I want to offer comfort, although I’m not precisely sure for what. The loss of her sister? Secrets she’s no longer able to share? The lifetime of distance between us?

I touch her shoulder and she looks up. There are tears in her eyes. In reaction to my surprise she raises a hand and waves her palm at me, turning her face aside. Ask me no questions, the gesture says, as clearly as if she could speak.
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When I get home Martin is hunched in front of his computer. His study used to be the dining room but, since we only ever eat in the basement kitchen that opens into the back garden, he has successfully colonized it and declared it a disturbance-free zone. My own desk is in a corner of the attic spare room; the boys just yell up the stairs whenever they want me. He sits in the pool of light from an Anglepoise lamp, although his skin reflects the monster green glow of the computer monitor. He offers a welcoming smile as I lean down to kiss him, then resumes typing. In a way I’m relieved. I want time to digest tonight’s revelations.

Too tired to deal with whatever mess might have been left in the kitchen, I go straight upstairs, taking pleasure as I always do in the smooth touch of the wooden banister under my hand. After the war, my parents wanted everything to be new and modern, so of course I fell in love with the unpainted shutters and creaking floorboards of the early Victorian villa Martin and I moved into when I was heavily pregnant with Chris. I open his door first – noiselessly after years of practice – and peer into the dark, a habit I am loath to break even though, now he is fifteen, I should respect his privacy. Despite the cast-off clothes on the floor, the slightly rank smell of teenage boy, my heart swells with love. Chris is fast sleep, as is his younger brother Eric in the room next door.

The heating has gone off, so I undress quickly, put on my comfy old winter pyjamas and go into the bathroom. I examine myself in the mirror and think about Shona, the Olenka of Tomasz’s photograph. Could I ever have done what she apparently did? And what drove her to such a feat of courage? How did she ever get involved in such an enterprise? I know she was good at languages, but did she also speak Polish? If so, how did she learn it? From friends at the Polish Hearth Club?

I review the little I know about her. So long as my maternal grandparents were alive, we were told only that Shona had been ill for some time before her death in 1947, and not to talk about her in front of them as it only upset them. There’d been one cousin the same age who died of TB and another with a weak heart, so I’d always accepted that, in those days, even young people got ill and died. It was only once my grandparents were gone that Mum admitted Shona had been in a mental hospital when she died, but immediately changed the subject before I could ask any questions.

As a teenager, I’d entertained the occasional fantasy that, like some benign doppelgänger, Shona would have understood and cherished me as my mother never could. I only became genuinely curious about her at university when I began to read the newly published feminist histories about women and madness. They argued that women who rebelled or otherwise failed to conform to suitable stereotypes were labelled ‘mad’ not only by a patriarchal medical establishment but also by their families. I briefly convinced myself that Shona must have been the tragic victim of repressive social norms.

It was a compelling argument in some respects, but, as I came reluctantly to realize, failed to account for conditions such as mania, delusion, psychosis or schizophrenia. I’d seldom pushed my mother to talk about the nature of Shona’s illness when she made it plain she’d rather not, but studies suggested schizophrenia was more common in identical twins, and she’d encouraged me to assume that that had been my aunt’s diagnosis. But what if Shona’s illness was somehow linked to whatever she’d been doing in Warsaw?

As I brush my teeth, images come to mind from old black-and-white films watched on television on wet Sunday afternoons in which Anna Neagle or Virginia McKenna starred as courageous British agents risking torture and death in Occupied France. I remember how one of the hardest things was their having to lie to their families about what they were doing, even when they knew they might not return. Had Shona been able to lie convincingly enough to dupe her twin? Freya’s reaction to the photograph tonight suggested she already knew, in which case not even Shona’s death had freed her to speak of it. Evidently there was far more to Shona’s brief life than I’d ever imagined.

I climb into bed trying to arrange the fragments I know about a young woman I never met. Freya always described her as the clever, sensitive twin, while she was the sensible, sporty duffer. Shona, who wrote poetry, edited the school magazine and acted in university revues, had wit and flair and spoke fluent French and German, while Freya became captain of hockey and was able to recite the names of all twenty-six bones in the foot.

I never believed it. My mother is ferociously clever, so I’ve always taken the story of her being in her twin sister’s shade as a eulogy to the dead.

Shona graduated and left Aberdeen two years ahead of Freya, whose medical degree took longer. She was in uniform, I assume the ATS, the Auxiliary Territorial Service, and, according to Freya, was already part of a cosmopolitan group of friends, many of them slightly older, when Freya joined her in London. Freya often spoke of how kind Shona and her friends were when she was finding her feet as a junior doctor away from home for the first time.

And, I realize, that’s it. That’s all I know.

What was her mission? Did she volunteer? What kind of training did she receive? How did she get back?

It’s not that, growing up, I wasn’t curious about my dead aunt, especially given the strangeness of being unable to pick out who was who in their childhood photos – a game that bore a frisson of fear. What might happen if, in real life, I failed to recognize my own mummy? Yet I suppose I was as guilty as anyone of conflating them into two halves of one entity – the twins.

I remember Mum saying more than once how she had envied a school friend for being an only child, and how she felt she was only ever given half of everything, from Christmas presents and birthday treats to love and attention. I can’t decide whether it’s her ambivalence – love and admiration mixed with resentment and a desire to break free – or some stronger sense that she never truly felt like a separate person that made her accounts of Shona so insubstantial.

And now a whole new mystery has been thrown into the mix.

I try to stay awake until Martin comes up, but fall asleep picturing those two young women, Gosia and Olenka, in their dusty boots and rolled-up shirtsleeves leaning against a wall and smiling into the sun.

*

Martin enjoys the story when I tell it to him in the morning. Neither of us needs to be in too early today, and the boys catch a bus to school, so he’s having a second cup of coffee while I wash up after breakfast.

Predictably, Martin, who teaches history and economics, knows more than I do about the Warsaw Uprising. He explains that it isn’t the same as the earlier uprising in the Warsaw Ghetto, when thousands of Jews attempted to fight back against deportation to Treblinka. The Uprising of 1944 began in August when the Home Army, the Armia Krajowa of which Tomasz said his mother was a member, believed that Stalin’s Red Army was poised to drive out the Germans from the East and claim Poland for the Soviet Union. Both events involved tremendous courage, endurance and sacrifice and both ended in brutal suppression by the Nazis, who were under orders from Hitler to destroy the city and all its inhabitants. My admiration for Shona creeps up yet another notch.

Martin thinks it’s a shame that Freya should be troubled by her sister’s past when she has enough to contend with, but I disagree.

‘If you’d seen her last night,’ I say, emptying dregs from the coffee pot into the bin. ‘Until she got tired, she was so focused – more like her old self than I’ve seen her in ages.’

But he’s not really listening. My heart sinks. He’s been distracted for weeks now. There’s been a young-sounding TV researcher recently who calls him a bit more often than seems necessary to me, and I’m terrified he’s having an affair. Martin and I met when I was in my last year at Sussex and he was a graduate student. I’m not sure we would ever have considered marriage if I hadn’t got pregnant. But he had no family in the UK, and I’d just lost my dad, and it seemed like a good idea at the time. The trouble with twenty is you think you’re all grown-up.

He’s a good man and, as a rising star at the LSE, increasingly asked to share his opinions on Newsnight or the Today programme. He is still rangy and handsome in his jeans, black Armani T-shirt and well-cut jackets. I can see why a younger woman might go for him. What frightens me most is not that he’s ripe for an affair but that, confronted with his infidelity, I might not care enough to fight for our marriage.

I return to the washing-up bowl, preferring to think about Shona’s secrets: the fall-out from delving too deeply into my husband’s might be more than I can face right now.

Martin licks his lips nervously. ‘I need to talk to you about something.’

No, I think. No, no, please no. Don’t say it. Just don’t, please.

‘Can’t it wait?’ I ask. Now the moment has arrived, I’m desperate not to hear him tell me he’s in love with someone else, that it’s all been a mistake and he’s only stayed married for the boys’ sake, even if some of that is exactly what I’ve occasionally thought in reverse. I stare at the tiles around the sink and consider trying to insist that I honestly don’t need to know, that I’m prepared to turn a blind eye and leave him to do whatever he likes so long as he doesn’t utter any words that could bring our little universe crashing down around our ears.

‘I’ve been offered a job,’ he says.

For a moment, I think I’ve misheard. ‘A job?’

‘A full professorship.’ There’s pride in his voice, yet, when I turn around, his eyes still won’t quite meet mine.

‘But that’s wonderful,’ I say, relief washing over me so strongly that I have to grip the back of a chair. ‘Congratulations. Where is it? Still at the LSE?’

He licks his lips again. ‘No. It’s back home.’

I’m confused. We are home. This is home.

‘At the University of Sydney,’ he explains.

‘Australia?’

‘Yes. They’re creating a new chair. I’ll have my own department. They approached me. I was their first choice, apparently.’

I’m proud of him, too. And unexpectedly overjoyed that it’s only a job, not another woman. But I feel my familiar planet tilt slightly on its axis. ‘How long have you known about this?’

‘I’ve been talking to them for two or three months. I didn’t want to bother you with it in case it never panned out. You’ve had more than enough to deal with recently.’

I pull off my washing-up gloves and sit down at the table. He drains his coffee mug, although any remnants must be pretty cold by now.

‘But now it’s a definite offer?’

‘It came yesterday.’ He beams with pride but then looks at me anxiously. ‘What d’you think?’

I swallow on nothing. ‘When do you have to decide?’

‘It’s a big move,’ he says. ‘I guess it’s reasonable to take a couple of weeks or so.’

A couple of weeks to upend my entire life? I stare at him, not really taking it in. ‘Don’t they have to interview you or anything?’

He shifts about in his chair. ‘I had a sit-down with a couple of people when they were over for that conference in October.’

And didn’t breathe a word. ‘OK.’

‘It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell you,’ he says. ‘I could really have done with your input.’

‘It sounds as if you’ve already made up your mind,’ I say.

‘Not really. I mean, of course not. It’s a huge decision, for all of us. I see that. But will you think about it, Kirsty? Sydney is a beautiful campus. We could have a very nice life there. If you want to give it a go, we can talk to Chris and Eric.’

He’s still looking at me anxiously, but I can tell he’s willing me to smile and be happy for him, for all of us. I have no idea what I’m feeling.

‘The academic year starts in February,’ he goes on, ‘but I told them, with the boys in school, and your mother, that the very earliest I could manage would be the second semester, which is July.’

He’s expecting Freya to be dead by then. She probably will be, but that’s not the point.

‘How long would it be for?’ I ask.

He looks confused, and I think of what he said, that the job is back home. Sydney is the university where he took his undergraduate degree, the city where his family still live. He didn’t come to England for me, but now I wonder if he’s only stayed because of me, that I’ve prevented him from going back. If he’s felt exiled, he’s never said.

‘My parents aren’t getting any younger,’ he says, avoiding my question. ‘They’ve missed out on so much. It would be great for them and the boys to have some real time together at last.’

Perched in a corner of my mind is a suspicious little goblin, angry that my husband didn’t immediately involve me in his decision – maybe didn’t want to – and anxious that it’s because he plans to go anyway, without me, perhaps even without his sons, exactly as my dad did when he left for California.

Yet part of me is also thinking, Yes, escape, a new beginning, my own personal Berlin Wall falling down in front of me.


ops/images/logo.jpg
Quercus





ops/images/9781529405767.jpg
SSSSSSSSSS

TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

SIS]JERHOOD

Y5 B Grcy

\






