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Outstanding Praise for Jeffrey Archer

“A master at mixing power, politics, and profit into fiction.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Archer is a master entertainer.”

—Time

“Archer plots with skill, and keeps you turning the pages.”

—The Boston Globe

“Cunning plots, silken style…. Archer plays a cat-and-mouse game with the reader.”

—The New York Times

“A storyteller in the class of Alexandre Dumas…unsurpassed skill…making the reader wonder intensely what will happen next.”

—The Washington Post
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TO MICHAEL AND JANE





 



Two men have made this book possible, and they both wish to remain anonymous. One because he is working on his own autobiography, and the other because he is still a public figure in the United States.
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Chapter One



April 18, 1906
 Slonim, Poland

She only stopped screaming when she died. It was then that he started to scream.

The young boy who was hunting rabbits in the forest was not sure whether it was the woman’s last cry or the child’s first that alerted his youthful ears. He turned suddenly, sensing the possible danger, his eyes searching for an animal that was so obviously in pain. He had never known any animal to scream in quite that way before. He edged toward the noise cautiously; the scream had now turned to a whine, but it still did not sound like any animal he knew. He hoped it would be small enough to kill; at least that would make a change from rabbit for dinner.

The young hunter moved stealthily toward the river, where the strange noise came from, running from tree to tree, feeling the protection of the bark against his shoulder blades, something to touch. Never stay in the open, his father had taught him. When he reached the edge of the forest, he had a clear line of vision all the way down the valley to the river, and even then it took him some time to realize that the strange cry emanated from no ordinary animal. He continued to creep toward the whining, but he was out in the open on his own now. Then suddenly he saw the woman, with her dress above her waist, her bare legs splayed wide apart. He had never seen a woman like that before. He ran quickly to her side and stared down at her belly, quite frightened to touch. There, lying between the woman’s legs, was the body of a small, damp, pink animal, attached only by something that looked like rope. The young hunter dropped his freshly skinned rabbits and collapsed on his knees beside the little creature.

He gazed for a long, stunned moment and then turned his eyes toward the woman, immediately regretting the decision. She was already blue with cold; her tired twenty-three-year-old face looked middle-aged to the boy; he did not need to be told that she was dead. He picked up the slippery little body—had you asked him why, and no one ever did, he would have told you that the tiny fingernails clawing the crumpled face had worried him—and then he became aware that mother and child were inseparable because of the slimy rope.

He had watched the birth of a lamb a few days earlier and he tried to remember. Yes, that’s what the shepherd had done, but dare he, with a child? The whining had stopped and he sensed that a decision was now urgent. He unsheathed his knife, the one he had skinned the rabbits with, wiped it on his sleeve and, hesitating only for a moment, cut the rope close to the child’s body. Blood flowed freely from the severed ends. Then what had the shepherd done when the lamb was born? He had tied a knot to stop the blood. Of course, of course. He pulled some long grass out of the earth beside him and hastily tied a crude knot in the cord. Then he took the child in his arms. He rose slowly from his knees, leaving behind him three dead rabbits and a dead woman who had given birth to this child. Before finally turning his back on the mother, he put her legs together and pulled her dress down over her knees. It seemed to be the right thing to do.

“Holy God,” he said aloud, the first thing he always said when he had done something very good or very bad. He wasn’t yet sure which this was.

The young hunter then ran toward the cottage where he knew his mother would be cooking supper, waiting only for his rabbits; all else would be prepared. She would be wondering how many he might have caught today; with a family of eight to feed, she needed at least three. Sometimes he managed a duck, a goose or even a pheasant that had strayed from the Baron’s estate, on which his father worked. Tonight he had caught a different animal, and when he reached the cottage the young hunter dared not let go of his prize even with one hand, so he kicked at the door with his bare foot until his mother opened it. Silently, he held out his offering to her. She made no immediate move to take the creature from him but stood, one hand on her breast, gazing at the wretched sight.

“Holy God,” she said, and crossed herself. The boy stared up at his mother’s face for some sign of pleasure or anger. Her eyes were now showing a tenderness the boy had never seen in them before. He knew then that the thing he had done must be good.

“Is it a baby, Matka?”

“It’s a little boy,” said his mother, nodding sorrowfully. “Where did you find him?”

“Down by the river, Matka,” he said.

“And the mother?”

“Dead.”

She crossed herself again.

“Quickly, run and tell your father what has happened. He will find Urszula Wojnak on the estate and you must take them both to the mother, and then be sure they come back to me.”

The young hunter handed over the little boy to his mother, happy enough not to have dropped the slippery creature. Now, free of his quarry, he rubbed his hands on his trousers and ran off to look for his father.

The mother closed the door with her shoulder and called out for her eldest child, a girl, to put the pot on the stove. She sat down on a wooden stool, unbuttoned her bodice and pushed a tired nipple toward the little puckered mouth. Sophia, her younger daughter, only six months old, would have to go without her supper tonight. Come to think of it, so would the whole family.

“And to what purpose?” the woman said out loud, tucking a shawl around her arm and the child together. “Poor little mite, you’ll be dead by morning.”

But she did not repeat these feelings to old Urszula Wojnak when the midwife washed the little body and tended to the twisted umbilical stump late that night. Her husband stood silently by observing the scene.

“A guest in the house is God in the house,” declared the woman, quoting the old Polish proverb.

Her husband spat. “To the cholera with him. We have enough children of our own.”

The woman pretended not to hear him as she stroked the dark, thin hairs on the baby’s head.

“What shall we call him?” the woman asked, looking up at her husband.

He shrugged. “Who cares? Let him go to his grave nameless.”








Chapter Two



April 18, 1906
 Boston, Massachusetts

The doctor picked up the newborn child by the ankles and slapped its bottom. The infant started to cry.

In Boston, Massachusetts, there is a hospital that caters mainly to those who suffer from the diseases of the rich, and on selected occasions allows itself to deliver the new rich. At the Massachusetts General Hospital the mothers don’t scream, and certainly they don’t give birth fully dressed. It is not the done thing.

A young man was pacing up and down outside the delivery room; inside, two obstetricians and the family doctor were on duty. This father did not believe in taking risks with his firstborn. The two obstetricians would be paid a large fee merely to stand by and witness events. One of them who wore evening clothes under his long white coat had a dinner party to attend later, but he could not afford to absent himself from this particular birth. The three had earlier drawn straws to decide who should deliver the child, and Doctor MacKenzie, the family G.P., had won. A sound, secure name, the father considered, as he paced up and down the corridor. Not that he had any reason to be anxious. Roberts had driven the young man’s wife, Anne, to the hospital in the hansom carriage that morning, which she had calculated was the twenty-eighth day of her ninth month. She had started labor soon after breakfast, and he had been assured that delivery would not take place until his bank had closed for the day. The father was a disciplined man and saw no reason why a birth should interrupt his well-ordered life. Nevertheless, he continued to pace. Nurses and young doctors hurried past him, aware of his presence, their voices lowered when they were near him and raised again only when they were out of his earshot. He didn’t notice, because everybody had always treated him this way. Most of them had never seen him in person, but all of them knew who he was.

If it was a boy, a son, he would probably build the new children’s wing that the hospital so badly needed. He had already built a library and a school. The expectant father tried to read the evening paper, looking over the words but not taking in their meaning. He was nervous, even worried. It would never do for them (he looked upon almost everyone as “them”) to realize that it had to be a boy, a boy who would one day take his place as president and chairman of the bank. He turned the pages of the Evening Transcript. The Boston Red Sox had tied with the New York Highlanders—others would be celebrating. Then he recalled the headline on the front page and returned to it. The worst earthquake ever in the history of America. Devastation in San Francisco, at least four hundred people dead—others would be mourning. He hated that. It would take away from the birth of his son. People would remember that something else had happened on this day.

It never occurred to him, not even for a moment, that the baby might be a girl. He turned to the financial pages and checked the stock market: it had dropped a few points; that damned earthquake had taken $100,000 off the value of his own holdings in the bank, but as his personal fortune remained comfortably over $16 million, it was going to take more than a California earthquake to move him. He could now live on the interest, so the $16 million capital would always remain intact, ready for his son, still unborn. He continued to pace and pretend to read the Transcript.

The obstetrician in evening dress pushed through the swinging doors of the delivery room to report the news. He felt he must do something for his large unearned fee and he was the most suitably dressed for the announcement. The two men stared at each other for a moment. The doctor also felt a little nervous, but he wasn’t going to show it in front of the father.

“Congratulations, sir, you have a son, a fine-looking little boy.”

What silly remarks people make when a child is born, the father thought; how could he be anything but little? The news hadn’t yet dawned on him—a son. He almost thanked God. The obstetrician ventured a question to break the silence.

“Have you decided what you will name him?”

The father answered without hesitation: “William Lowell Kane.”








Chapter Three



Long after the excitement of the baby’s arrival had passed and the rest of the family had gone to bed, the mother remained awake with the child in her arms. Helena Koskiewicz believed in life, and she had borne six children to prove it. Although she had lost three more in infancy, she had not let any of them go easily.

Now at thirty-five she knew that her once lusty Jasio would give her no more sons or daughters: God had given her this one; surely he was destined to live. Helena’s was a simple faith, which was good, for her destiny was never to afford her more than a simple life. She was gray and thin, not through choice but through little food, hard work and no spare money. It never occurred to her to complain, but the lines on her face would have been more in keeping with a grandmother than a mother in today’s world. She had never worn new clothes even once in her life.

Helena squeezed her breasts so hard that dull red marks appeared around the nipples. Little drops of milk squirted out. At thirty-five, halfway through life’s contract, we all have some useful piece of expertise to pass on, and Helena Koskiewicz’s was now at a premium.

“Matka’s littlest one,” she whispered tenderly to the child, and drew the milky teat across its pursed mouth. The blue eyes opened and tiny drops of sweat broke out on the baby’s nose as he tried to suck. Finally the mother slumped unwillingly into a deep sleep.

Jasio Koskiewicz, a heavy, dull man with a full mustache, his only gesture of self-assertion in an otherwise servile existence, discovered his wife and the baby asleep in the rocking chair when he rose at five. He hadn’t noticed her absence from their bed that night. He stared down at the bastard who had, thank God, at least stopped wailing. Was it dead? Jasio considered the easiest way out of the dilemma was to get himself to work and not interfere with the intruder; let the woman worry about life and death: his preoccupation was to be on the Baron’s estate by first light. He took a few long swallows of goat’s milk and wiped his luxuriant mustache on his sleeve. Then he grabbed a hunk of bread with one hand and his traps with the other and slipped noiselessly out of the cottage, for fear of waking the woman and getting himself involved. He strode away toward the forest, giving no more thought to the little intruder other than to assume that he had seen him for the last time.

Florentyna, the elder daughter, was next to enter the kitchen, just before the old clock that for many years had kept its own time, claimed that 6 A.M. had arrived. It was of no more than ancillary assistance to those who wished to know if it was the hour to get up or go to bed. Among Florentyna’s daily duties was the preparation of breakfast, in itself a minor task involving the simple division of a skin of goat’s milk and a lump of rye bread among a family of eight. Nevertheless, it required the wisdom of Solomon to carry out the task in such a way that no one complained about another’s portion.

Florentyna struck those who saw her for the first time as a pretty, frail, shabby little thing. It was unfair that for the last two years she had had only one dress to wear, but those who could separate their opinion of the child from that of her surroundings understood why Jasio had fallen in love with her mother. Florentyna’s long fair hair shone and her hazel eyes sparkled in defiance of her birth and diet.

She tiptoed up to the rocking chair and stared down at her mother and the little boy, whom Florentyna had adored at first sight. She had never in her eight years owned a doll. Actually she had seen one only once, when the family had been invited to a celebration of the feast of St. Nicholas at the Baron’s castle. Even then she had not actually touched the beautiful object, but now she felt an inexplicable urge to hold this baby in her arms. She bent down and eased the child away from her mother, and staring down into the little blue eyes—such blue eyes—she began to hum. The change of temperature from the warmth of the mother’s breast to the cold of the little girl’s hands made the baby indignant. He immediately started crying and woke the mother, whose only reaction was of guilt for having fallen asleep.

“Holy God, he’s still alive,” she said to Florentyna. “You prepare breakfast for the boys while I try to feed him again.”

Florentyna reluctantly handed the infant back and watched her mother once again pump her aching breasts. The little girl was mesmerized.

“Hurry up, Florcia,” chided her mother. “The rest of the family must eat as well.”

Florentyna obeyed, and as her brothers arrived from the loft where they all slept, they kissed their mother’s hands in greeting and stared at the newcomer in awe. All they knew was that this one had not come from Matka’s stomach. Florentyna was too excited to eat her breakfast this morning, so the boys divided her portion among them without a second thought and left their mother’s share on the table. No one noticed, as they went about their daily tasks, that the mother hadn’t eaten anything since the baby’s arrival.

Helena Koskiewicz was pleased that her children had learned so early in life to fend for themselves. They could feed the animals, milk the goats and cows and tend the vegetable garden without her help or prodding. When Jasio returned home in the evening she suddenly realized that she had not prepared supper for him, but that Florentyna had taken the rabbits from Franck, her brother the hunter, and had already started to cook them. Florentyna was proud to be in charge of the evening meal, a responsibility she was entrusted with only when her mother was unwell, and Helena Koskiewicz rarely allowed herself that luxury. The young hunter had brought home four rabbits, and the father six mushrooms and three potatoes: tonight would be a veritable feast.

After dinner, Jasio Koskiewicz sat in his chair by the fire and studied the child properly for the first time. Holding the little baby under the armpits, with his splayed fingers supporting the helpless head, he cast a trapper’s eye over the infant. Wrinkled and toothless, the face was redeemed only by the fine, blue unfocusing eyes. As the man directed his gaze toward the thin body, something immediately attracted his attention. He scowled and rubbed the delicate chest with his thumbs.

“Have you noticed this, Helena?” said the trapper, prodding the baby’s ribs. “The ugly little bastard has only one nipple?”

His wife frowned as she in turn rubbed the skin with her thumb, as though the action would supply the missing organ. Her husband was right: the minute and colorless left nipple was there, but where its mirror image should have appeared on the right-hand side, the shallow breast was completely smooth and uniformly pink.

The woman’s superstitious tendencies were immediately aroused. “He has been given to me by God,” she exclaimed. “See His mark upon him.”

The man thrust the child angrily at her. “You’re a fool, Helena. The child was given to its mother by a man with bad blood.” He spat into the fire, the more precisely to express his opinion of the child’s parentage. “Anyway, I wouldn’t bet a potato on the little bastard’s survival.”

Jasio Koskiewicz cared even less than a potato whether or not the child survived. He was not by nature a callous man, but the boy was not his, and one more mouth to feed could only compound his problems. But if it was so to be, it was not for him to question the Almighty, and with no more thought of the boy, he fell into a deep sleep by the fire.

[image: image]

As the days passed by, even Jasio Koskiewicz began to believe that the child might survive and, had he been a betting man, he would have lost a potato. The eldest son, the hunter, with the help of his younger brothers, made the child a cot out of wood that they had collected from the Baron’s forest. Florentyna made his clothes by cutting little pieces off her own dresses and then sewing them together. They would have called him Harlequin if they had known what it meant. In truth, naming him caused more disagreement in the household than any other single problem had for months; only the father had no opinion to offer. Finally, they agreed on Wladek; the following Sunday, in the chapel on the Baron’s great estate, the child was christened Wladek Koskiewicz, the mother thanking God for sparing his life, the father resigning himself to whatever must be.

That evening there was a small feast to celebrate the christening, augmented by the gift of a goose from the Baron’s estate. They all ate heartily.

From that day on, Florentyna learned to divide by nine.








Chapter Four



Anne Kane had slept peacefully through the night. When after her breakfast her son William returned in the arms of one of the hospital’s nurses, she could not wait to hold him again.

“Now then, Mrs. Kane,” the white-uniformed nurse said briskly, “shall we give baby his breakfast too?”

She sat Anne, who was abruptly aware of her swollen breasts, up in bed and guided the two novices through the procedure. Anne, conscious that to appear embarrassed would be considered unmaternal, gazed fixedly into William’s blue eyes, bluer even than his father’s, and assimilated her new position, with which it would have been illogical to be other than pleased. At twenty-one, she was not conscious that she lacked anything. Born a Cabot, married into a branch of the Lowell family, and now a firstborn son to carry on the tradition summarized so succinctly in the card sent to her by an old school friend:


And this is good old Boston,

The home of the bean and the cod,

Where the Lowells talk to the Cabots,

And the Cabots talk only to God.



Anne spent half an hour talking to William but obtained little response. He was then retired for a sleep in the same efficient manner by which he had arrived. Anne nobly resisted the fruit and candy piled by her bedside. She was determined to get back into all her dresses by the summer season and reassume her rightful place in the fashionable magazines. Had not the Prince de Garonne said that she was the only beautiful object in Boston? Her long golden hair, fine delicate features and slim figure had excited admiration in cities she had never even visited. She checked in the mirror: no telltale lines on her face; people would hardly believe that she was the mother of a bouncing boy. Thank God it is a bouncing boy, thought Anne.

She enjoyed a light lunch and prepared herself for the visitors who would appear during the afternoon, already screened by her private secretary. Those who would be allowed to see her on the first days had to be family or from the very best families; others would be told she was not yet ready to receive them. But as Boston was the last city remaining in America where each knew his place to the finest degree of social prominence, there was unlikely to be any unexpected intruder.

The room that she alone occupied could easily have taken another five beds had it not already been cluttered with flowers. A casual passerby could have been forgiven for mistaking it for a minor horticultural show, had it not been for the presence of the young mother sitting upright in bed. Anne switched on the electric light, still a novelty for her; Richard and she had waited for the Cabots to have them fitted, which all of Boston had interpreted as an oracular sign that electromagnetic induction was from then on socially acceptable.

The first visitor was Anne’s mother-in-law, Mrs. Thomas Lowell Kane, the head of the family since her husband had died. In elegant late middle-age, she had perfected the technique of sweeping into a room to her own total satisfaction and to its occupants’ undoubted discomfiture. She wore a long chemise dress, which made it impossible to view her ankles; the only man who had ever seen her ankles was now dead. She had always been lean. In her opinion, fat women meant bad food and even worse breeding. She was now the oldest Lowell alive, the oldest Kane, come to that. She therefore expected and was expected to be the first to arrive. After all, had it not been she who had arranged the meeting between Anne and Richard? Love had seemed of little consequence to Mrs. Kane. Wealth, position and prestige she could always come to terms with. Love was all very well, but it rarely proved to be a lasting commodity; the other three were. She kissed her daughter-in-law approvingly on the forehead. Anne touched a button on the wall, and a quiet buzz could be heard. The noise took Mrs. Kane by surprise; she had not believed that electricity would ever catch on. The nurse reappeared with the heir. Mrs. Kane inspected him, sniffed her satisfaction and waved him away.

“Well done, Anne,” the old lady said, as if her daughter-in-law had won a minor equestrian prize. “All of us are very proud of you.”

Anne’s own mother, Mrs. Edward Cabot, arrived a few minutes later. She, like Mrs. Kane, had been widowed at an early age and differed so little from her in appearance that those who observed them only from afar tended to get them muddled up. But to do her justice, she took considerably more interest than Mrs. Kane in her new grandson and in her daughter. The inspection continued to the flowers.

“How kind of the Jacksons to remember,” murmured Mrs. Cabot.

Mrs. Kane adopted a more cursory procedure. Her eyes skimmed over the delicate blooms, then settled on the donors’ cards. She whispered the soothing names to herself: Adamses, Lawrences, Lodges, Higginsons. Neither grandmother commented on the names they didn’t know; they were both past the age of wanting to learn of anything or anyone new. They left together, well pleased: an heir had been born and appeared, on first sight, to be adequate. They both considered that their final family obligation had been successfully, albeit vicariously, performed and that they themselves might now progress to the role of chorus.

They were both wrong.

 

Anne and Richard’s close friends poured in during the afternoon with gifts and good wishes, the former of gold or silver, the latter in high-pitched Brahmin accents.

When her husband arrived after the close of business, Anne was somewhat overtired. Richard had drunk champagne at lunch for the first time in his life—old Amos Kerbes had insisted and, with the whole Somerset Club looking on, Richard could hardly have refused. He seemed to his wife to be a little less stiff than usual. Solid in his long black frock coat and pinstripe trousers, he stood fully six feet one, his dark hair with its center parting gleaming in the light of the large electric bulb. Few would have guessed his age correctly as only thirty-three: youth had never been important to him; substance was the only thing that mattered. Once again William Lowell Kane was called for and inspected, as if the father were checking the balance at the end of the banking day. All seemed to be in order. The boy had two legs, two arms, ten fingers, ten toes, and Richard could see nothing that might later embarrass him, so William was sent away.

“I wired the headmaster of St. Paul’s last night. William has been admitted for September 1918.”

Anne said nothing, Richard had so obviously started planning William’s career.

“Well, my dear, are you fully recovered today?” he went on to inquire, having never spent a day in the hospital during his thirty-three years.

“Yes—no—I think so,” his wife responded timidly, suppressing a rising tearfulness that she knew would only displease her husband. The answer was not of the sort that Richard could hope to understand. He kissed his wife on the cheek and returned in the hansom carriage to the Red House on Louisburg Square, their family home. With staff, servants, the new baby and his nurse, there would now be nine mouths to feed. Richard did not give the matter a second thought.

William Lowell Kane received the church’s blessing and the names his father had chosen before birth at the Protestant Episcopal Cathedral of St. Paul’s, in the presence of everybody in Boston who mattered and a few who didn’t. Bishop William Lawrence officiated; J. P. Morgan and Alan Lloyd, bankers of impeccable standing, along with Milly Preston, Anne’s closest friend, were the chosen godparents. His Grace sprinkled the holy water on William’s head; the boy didn’t murmur. He was already learning the Brahmin approach to life. Anne thanked God for the safe birth of her son, and Richard thanked God, Whom he regarded as an external bookkeeper whose function was to record the deeds of the Kane family from generation to generation, that he had a son to whom he could leave his fortune. Still, he thought, perhaps he had better be certain and have a second boy. From his kneeling position he glanced sideways at his wife, well pleased with her.








Chapter Five



Wladek Koskiewicz grew slowly. It became apparent to his foster mother that the boy’s health would always be a problem. He caught all the illnesses and diseases that growing children normally catch and many that others don’t, and he passed them on indiscriminately to the rest of the Koskiewicz family. Helena treated him as any of her own brood and always vigorously defended him when Jasio began to blame the devil rather than God for Wladek’s presence in their tiny cottage. Florentyna, on the other hand, took care of Wladek as if he were her own child. She loved him from the first moment she had set eyes on him with an intensity that grew from a fear that because no one would ever want to marry her, the penniless daughter of a trapper, she must therefore be childless. Wladek was her child.

The eldest brother, the hunter, who had found Wladek, treated him like a plaything but was too afraid of his father to admit that he liked the frail infant who was growing into a sturdy toddler. In any case, next January the hunter was to leave school and start work on the Baron’s estate, and children were a woman’s problem, so his father had told him. The three younger brothers, Stefan, Josef and Jan, showed little interest in Wladek, and the remaining member of the family, Sophia, was happy enough just to cuddle him.

What neither parent had been prepared for was a character and mind so different from those of their own children. No one could miss the physical or intellectual difference. The Koskiewiczes were all tall, large-boned, with fair hair and, except for Florentyna, gray eyes. Wladek was short and round, with dark hair and intensely blue eyes. The Koskiewiczes had minimal pretensions to scholarship and were removed from the village school as soon as age or discretion allowed. Wladek, on the other hand, though he was late in walking, spoke at eighteen months. Read at three but was still unable to dress himself. Wrote at five but continued to wet his bed. He became the despair of his father and the pride of his mother. His first four years on this earth were memorable only as a continual physical attempt through illness to try to depart from it, and for the sustained efforts of Helena and Florentyna to ensure that he did not succeed. He ran around the little wooden cottage barefoot, usually dressed in his harlequin outfit, a yard or so behind his mother. When Florentyna returned from school, he would transfer his allegiance, never leaving her side until she put him to bed. In her division of the food by nine, Florentyna often sacrificed half of her own share to Wladek, or if he was ill, the entire portion. Wladek wore the clothes she made for him, sang the songs she taught him and shared with her the few toys and presents she had been given.

Because Florentyna was away at school most of the day, Wladek wanted from a young age to go with her. As soon as he was allowed to (holding firmly on to Florentyna’s hand until they reached the village school) he walked the eighteen wiorsta, some nine miles, through the woods of moss-covered birches and cypresses and the orchards of lime and cherry to Slonim to begin his education.

Wladek liked school from the first day; it was an escape from the tiny cottage that had until then been his whole world. School also confronted him for the first time in life with the savage implications of the Russian occupation of eastern Poland. He learned that his native Polish was to be spoken only in the privacy of the cottage and that while at school, only Russian was to be used. He sensed in the other children around him a fierce pride in the oppressed mother tongue and culture. He, too, felt that same pride. To his surprise, Wladek found that he was not belittled by Mr. Kotowski, his schoolteacher, the way he was at home by his father. Although still the youngest, as at home, it was not long before he rose above all his classmates in everything other than height. His tiny stature misled them into continual underestimation of his real abilities: children always imagine biggest is best. By the age of five Wladek was first in every subject taken by his class.

At night, back at the little wooden cottage, while the other children would tend the violets and poplars that bloomed so fragrantly in their springtime garden, pick berries, chop wood, catch rabbits or make dresses, Wladek read and read, until he was reading the unopened books of his eldest brother and then those of his elder sister. It began to dawn slowly on Helena Koskiewicz that she had taken on more than she had bargained for when the young hunter had brought home the little animal in place of three rabbits; already Wladek was asking questions she could not answer. She knew soon that she would be quite unable to cope and she wasn’t sure what to do about it. She had an unswerving belief in destiny and so was not surprised when the decision was taken out of her hands.

One evening in the autumn of 1911 came the first turning point in Wladek’s life. The family had all finished their plain supper of beetroot soup and meatballs, Jasio Koskiewicz was snoring by the fire, Helena was sewing and the other children were playing. Wladek was sitting at the feet of his mother, reading, when above the noise of Stefan and Josef squabbling over the possession of some newly painted pine-cones, they heard a loud knock on the door. They all went silent. A knock was always a surprise to the Koskiewicz family, for at the little cottage, eighteen wiorsta from Slonim village and over six from the Baron’s estate, visitors were almost unknown and could be offered only a drink of berry juice and the company of noisy children. The whole family looked toward the door apprehensively. As if it had not happened, they waited for the knock to come again. It did—if anything, a little louder. Jasio rose sleepily from his chair, walked to the door and opened it cautiously. When they saw the man standing there, they all bowed their heads except Wladek, who stared up at the broad, handsome, aristocratic figure in the heavy bearskin coat, whose presence dominated the tiny room and brought fear into the father’s eyes. A cordial smile allayed that fear, and the trapper invited the Baron Rosnovski into his home. Nobody spoke. The Baron had never visited them in the past and no one was sure of what to say.

Wladek put down his book, rose and walked toward the stranger, thrusting out his hand before his father could stop him.

“Good evening, sir,” said Wladek.

The Baron took his hand and they stared into each other’s eyes. As the Baron released him, Wladek’s eyes fell on a magnificent silver band around his wrist with an inscription on it that he could not quite make out.

“You must be Wladek.”

“Yes, sir,” said the boy, neither sounding nor showing surprise that the Baron knew his name.

“It is you about whom I have come to see your father,” said the Baron.

Wladek remained before the Baron, staring up at him. The trapper signified to his own children by a wave of his arm that they should leave him alone with his master, so two of them curtsied, four bowed and all six retreated silently into the loft. Wladek remained, and no one suggested he should do otherwise.

“Koskiewicz,” began the Baron, still standing, as no one had invited him to sit. The trapper had not offered him a chair for two reasons: first, because he was too shy, and second, because he assumed the Baron was there to issue a reprimand. “I have come to ask a favor.”

“Anything, sir, anything,” said the father, wondering what he could give the Baron that he did not already have hundred-fold.

The Baron continued. “My son, Leon, is now six and is being taught privately at the castle by two tutors, one from our native Poland and the other from Germany. They tell me he is a clever boy but lacks competition: he has only himself to beat. Mr. Kotowski at the village school tells me that Wladek is the only boy capable of providing the competition that Leon so badly needs. I wonder therefore if you would allow your son to leave the village school and join Leon and his tutors at the castle.”

Wladek continued to stand before the Baron, gazing, while before him there opened a wondrous vision of food and drink, books and teachers wiser by far than Mr. Kotowski. He glanced toward his mother. She, too, was gazing at the Baron, her face filled with wonder and sorrow. His father turned to his mother and the instant of silent communication between them seemed an eternity to the child.

The trapper gruffly addressed the Baron’s feet. “We would be honored, sir.”

The Baron looked interrogatively at Helena Koskiewicz.

“The Blessed Virgin forbids that I should ever stand in my child’s way,” she said softly, “though she alone knows how much it will cost me.”

“But Madam Koskiewicz, your son can return home regularly to see you.”

“Yes, sir. I expect he will do so, at first.” She was about to add some plea but decided against it.

The Baron smiled. “Good. It’s settled then. Please bring the boy to the castle tomorrow morning by seven o’clock. During the school term Wladek will live with us, and when Christmas comes he can return to you.”

Wladek burst into tears.

“Quiet, boy,” said the trapper.

“I will not go,” Wladek said firmly, really wanting to go.

“Quiet, boy,” said the trapper, this time a little louder.

“Why not?” asked the Baron, with compassion in his voice.

“I will never leave Florcia—never.”

“Florcia?” queried the Baron.

“My eldest daughter, sir,” interjected the trapper. “Don’t concern yourself with her, sir. The boy will do as he is told.”

No one spoke. The Baron considered for a moment. Wladek continued to cry controlled tears.

“How old is the girl?” asked the Baron.

“Fourteen,” replied the trapper.

“Could she work in the kitchens?” asked the Baron, relieved to observe that Helena Koskiewicz was not going to burst into tears as well.

“Oh yes, Baron,” she replied. “Florcia can cook and she can sew and she can…”

“Good, good, then she can come as well. I shall expect to see them both tomorrow morning at seven.”

The Baron walked to the door and looked back and smiled at Wladek, who returned the smile. Wladek had won his first bargain, and accepted his mother’s tight embrace while he stared at the closed door and heard her whisper, “Ah, Matka’s littlest one, what will become of you now?”

Wladek couldn’t wait to find out.

 

Helena Koskiewicz packed for Wladek and Florentyna during the night, not that it would have taken long to pack the entire family’s possessions. In the morning the remainder of the family stood in front of the door to watch them both depart for the castle, each holding a paper parcel under one arm. Florentyna, tall and graceful, kept looking back, crying and waving; but Wladek, short and ungainly, never once looked back. Florentyna held firmly to Wladek’s hand for the entire journey to the Baron’s castle. Their roles were now reversed; from that day on she was to depend on him.

They were clearly expected by the magnificent man in the embroidered suit of green livery who was summoned by their timid knock on the great oak door. Both children had gazed in admiration at the gray uniforms of the soldiers in the town who guarded the nearby Russian–Polish border, but they had never seen anything so resplendent as this liveried servant, towering above them and evidently of overwhelming importance. There was a thick carpet in the hall, and Wladek stared at the green-and-red pattern, amazed by its beauty, wondering if he should take his shoes off and surprised, when he walked across it, that his footsteps made no sound. The dazzling being conducted them to their bedrooms in the west wing. Separate bedrooms—would they ever get to sleep? At least there was a connecting door, so they need never be too far apart, and in fact for many nights they slept together in one bed.

When they had both unpacked, Florentyna was taken to the kitchen, and Wladek to a playroom in the south wing of the castle to meet the Baron’s son. Leon was a tall, good-looking boy who was so immediately charming and welcoming that Wladek abandoned his prepared pugnacious posture with surprise and relief. Leon had been a lonely child, with no one to play with except his niania, the devoted Lithuanian woman who had breast-fed him and attended to his every need since the premature death of his mother. The stocky boy who had come out of the forest promised companionship. At least in one matter they both knew they had been deemed equals.

Leon immediately offered to show Wladek around the castle, and the tour took the rest of the morning. Wladek remained astounded by its size, the richness of the furniture and fabrics and those carpets in every room. To Leon he admitted only to being agreeably impressed: after all, he had won his place in the castle on merit. The main part of the building was early Gothic, explained the Baron’s son, as if Wladek were sure to know what Gothic meant. Wladek nodded. Next Leon took his new friend down into the immense cellars, with line upon line of wine bottles covered in dust and cobwebs. Wladek’s favorite room was the vast dining hall, with its massive pillared vaulting and flagged floor. There were animals’ heads all around the walls. Leon told him they were bison, bear, elk, boar and wolverine. At the end of the room, resplendent, was the Baron’s coat of arms below a stag’s antlers. The Rosnovski family motto read: “Fortune favors the brave.” After a lunch, which Wladek ate so little of because he couldn’t master a knife and fork, he met his two tutors, who did not give him the same warm welcome, and in the evening he climbed up onto the longest bed he had ever seen and told Florentyna about his adventures. Her excited eyes never once left his face, nor did she even close her mouth, agape with wonder, especially when she heard about the knife and fork.

The tutoring started at seven sharp, before breakfast, and continued throughout the day with only short breaks for meals. Initially, Leon was clearly ahead of Wladek, but Wladek wrestled determinedly with his books so that as the weeks passed, the gap began to narrow, while friendship and rivalry between the two boys developed simultaneously. The German and Polish tutors found it hard to treat their two pupils, the son of a baron and the son of a trapper, as equals, although they reluctantly conceded to the Baron when he inquired that Mr. Kotowski had made the right academic choice. The tutors’ attitude toward Wladek never worried him, because he was always treated as an equal by Leon.

The Baron let it be known that he was pleased with the progress the two boys were making and from time to time he would reward Wladek with clothes and toys. Wladek’s initial distant and detached admiration for the Baron developed into respect, and when the time came for the boy to return to the little cottage in the forest to rejoin his father and mother for Christmas, Wladek became distressed at the thought of leaving Leon.

His distress was well founded. Despite the initial happiness he felt at seeing his mother, the short space of three months that he had spent in the Baron’s castle had revealed to him deficiencies in his own home of which he had previously been quite unaware. The holiday dragged on. Wladek felt himself stifled by the little cottage with its one room and overcrowded loft, and dissatisfied by the food dished out in such meager amounts and then eaten by hand: no one had divided by nine at the castle. After two weeks Wladek longed to return to Leon and the Baron. Every afternoon he would walk the six wiorsta to the castle and sit and stare at the great walls that surrounded the estate. Florentyna, who had lived only among the kitchen servants, took to returning more easily and could not understand that the cottage would never be home again for Wladek. The trapper was not sure how to treat the boy, who was now well dressed, well-spoken and talked of things at six that the man did not begin to understand; nor did he want to. The boy seemed to do nothing but waste the entire day reading. Whatever would become of him, the trapper wondered, if he could not swing an axe or trap a hare; how could he ever hope to earn an honest living? He too prayed that the holiday would pass quickly.

Helena was proud of Wladek and at first avoided admitting to herself that a wedge had been driven between him and the rest of the children. But in the end it could not be avoided. Playing at soldiers one evening, both Stefan and Franck, generals on opposing sides, refused to have Wladek in their armies.

“Why must I always be left out?” cried Wladek. “I want to learn to fight too.”

“Because you are not one of us,” declared Stefan. “You are not really our brother.”

There was a long silence before Franck continued. “Father never wanted you in the first place; only Matka was on your side.”

Wladek stood motionless and cast his eye around the circle of children, searching for Florentyna.

“What does Franck mean, I am not your brother?” he demanded.

Thus Wladek came to hear of the manner of his birth and to understand why he had always been set apart from his brothers and sisters. Though his mother’s distress at his now total self-containment became oppressive, Wladek was secretly pleased to discover that, untouched by the meanness of the trapper’s blood, he came of unknown stock, containing with it the germ of spirit that would now make all things seem possible.

When the unhappy holiday eventually came to an end, Wladek returned to the castle with joy. Leon welcomed him back with open arms; for him, as isolated by the wealth of his father as was Wladek by the poverty of the trapper, it had also been a Christmas with little to celebrate. From then on the two boys grew very close and soon became inseparable. When the summer holidays came around, Leon begged his father to allow Wladek to remain at the castle. The Baron agreed, for he too had grown to respect Wladek. Wladek was overjoyed and entered the trapper’s cottage only once again in his life.

 

When Wladek and Leon had finished their classroom work, they would spend the remaining hours playing games. Their favorite was chow anego, a sort of hide-and-seek, and because the castle had seventy-two rooms, the chance of repetition was very small. Wladek’s favorite hiding place was in the dungeons under the castle, in which the only light by which one could be discovered came through a small stone grille set high in the wall, and even here one needed a candle to find one’s way around. Wladek was not sure what purpose the dungeons served, and none of the servants ever made mention of them, since they had never been used in anyone’s memory.

Wladek was conscious that he was Leon’s equal only in the classroom and was no competition for his friend when they played any game other than chess. The river Shchara, which bordered the estate, became an extension to their playground. In spring they fished, in summer they swam, and in winter, when the river was frozen over, they would put on their wooden skates and chase each other across the ice, while Florentyna sat on the river bank anxiously warning them where the surface was thin. But Wladek never heeded her and was always the one who fell in. Leon grew quickly and strong; he ran well, swam well and never seemed to tire or be ill. Wladek became aware for the first time what good-looking and well built meant, and he knew when he swam, ran and skated he could never hope to keep up with Leon. Much worse, what Leon called the belly button was, on him, almost unnoticeable, while Wladek’s was stumpy and ugly and protruded from the middle of his plump body. Wladek would spend long hours in the quiet of his own room, studying his physique in a mirror, always asking why, and in particular why only one nipple for him when all the boys he had ever seen bare-chested had the two that the symmetry of the human body appeared to require. Sometimes as he lay in bed unable to sleep, he would finger his naked chest and tears of self-pity would flood onto the pillow. He would finally fall asleep praying that when he awoke in the morning, things would be different. His prayers were not answered.

Wladek put aside a time each night to do physical exercises that could not be witnessed by anyone, even Florentyna. Through sheer determination he learned to hold himself so that he looked taller. He built up his arms and his legs and hung by the tips of his fingers from a beam in the bedroom in the hope that it would make him grow, but Leon grew taller even while he slept. Wladek was forced to accept the fact that he would always be a head shorter than the Baron’s son, and that nothing, nothing was ever going to produce the missing nipple. Wladek’s dislike of his own body was not prompted by Leon, who never commented on his friend’s appearance; his knowledge of other children stopped short at Wladek, whom he adored uncritically.

Baron Rosnovski too became increasingly fond of the fierce dark-haired boy who had replaced the younger brother Leon had so tragically lost when the Baroness died in childbirth.

The two boys would dine with him in the great stonewalled hall each evening while the flickering candles cast ominous shadows from the stuffed animal heads on the walls, and the servants came and went noiselessly with great silver trays and golden plates, bearing geese, hams, crayfish, fine wine and fruits, and sometimes the mazureks, which had become Wladek’s particular favorites. Afterward, as the darkness fell ever more thickly around the table, the Baron dismissed the waiting servants and would tell the boys stories of Polish history and allowed them a sip of Danzig vodka, in which the tiny gold leaves sparkled bravely in the candlelight. Wladek begged as often as he dared for the story of Tadeusz Kosciusko.

“A great patriot and hero,” the Baron would reply. “The very symbol of our struggle for independence, trained in France…”

“Whose people we admire and love as we have learned to hate all Russians and Austrians,” supplied Wladek, whose pleasure in the tale was enhanced by his word-perfect knowledge of it.

“Who is telling whom the story, Wladek?” The Baron laughed. “…and then fought with George Washington in America for liberty and democracy. In 1792 he led the Poles in battle at Dubienka. When our wretched king, Stanislaw Augustus, deserted us to join the Russians, Kosciusko returned to the homeland he loved, to throw off the yoke of tsardom. He won the battle of where, Leon?”

“Raclawice, sir, and then he freed Warsaw.”

“Good, my child. Then, alas, the Russians mustered a great force at Maciejowice and he was finally defeated and taken prisoner. My great-great-great-grandfather fought with Kosciusko on that day and later with Dabrowski’s legions for the mighty Napoleon Bonaparte.”

“And for his service to Poland was created the Baron Rosnovski, a title your family will ever bear in remembrance of those great days,” said Wladek as stoutly as if the title would one day pass to him.

“Yes, and those great days will come again,” said the Baron quietly. “I only pray that I may live to see them.”

 

That Christmas some of the peasants on the estate brought their families to the castle for the celebration of the blessed vigil. Throughout Christmas Eve they fasted, and the children would look out of the windows for the first star, which was the sign the feast might begin. The Baron would say grace in his fine, deep voice: “Benedicte nobis, Domine Deus, et his donis quae ex liberalitate tua sumpturi sumus,” and once they had sat down Wladek would be embarrassed by the huge capacity of Jasio Koskiewicz, who addressed himself squarely to every one of the thirteen courses, from the barszcz soup through to the cakes and plums, and would, as in previous years, be sick in the forest on the way home.

After the feast Wladek enjoyed distributing the gifts from the Christmas tree, laden with candles and fruit, to the awestruck peasant children—a doll for Sophia, a forest knife for Josef, a new dress for Florentyna—the first gift Wladek had ever requested of the Baron.

“It’s true,” said Josef to his mother when he received his gift from Wladek, “he is not our brother, Matka.”

“No,” she replied, “but he will always be my son.”

 

Through the winter and spring of 1914 Wladek grew in strength and learning; then suddenly, in July, the German tutor left the castle without even saying farewell; neither boy was sure why. They never thought to connect his departure with the assassination in Sarajevo of the Archduke Francis Ferdinand by a student anarchist, the event described to them by their remaining tutor in unaccountably solemn tones. The Baron became withdrawn; neither boy was sure why. The younger servants, the children’s favorites, inevitably began to disappear one by one; neither boy was sure why. As the year passed Leon grew taller, Wladek grew stronger and both boys became wiser.

One morning in August 1915, a time of fine, lazy days, the Baron set off on the long journey to Warsaw to put, as he described it, his affairs in order. He was away for three and a half weeks, twenty-five days that Wladek marked off each morning on a calendar in his bedroom; it seemed to him a lifetime. On the day the Baron was due to return, the two boys went down to the Slonim railway station to await the weekly train with its one carriage and greet the Baron on his arrival. The three of them traveled home in silence.

Wladek thought the great man looked tired and older, another unaccountable circumstance, and during the following week the Baron often conducted with the chief servants a rapid and anxious dialogue, broken off whenever Leon or Wladek entered the room, an uncharacteristic surreptitiousness that made the two boys uneasy and fearful that they were the unwitting cause of it. Wladek despaired that the Baron might send him back to the trapper’s cottage—always aware he was a stranger in a stranger’s home.

One evening a few days after the Baron had returned he called for the two boys to join him in the great hall. They crept in, fearful of him. Without explanation he told them that they were about to make a long journey. The little conversation, insubstantial as it seemed to Wladek at the time, remained with him for the rest of his life.

“My dear children,” began the Baron in a low, faltering tone, “the warmongers of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian empire are at the throat of Warsaw and will soon be upon us.”

Wladek recalled an inexplicable phrase flung out by the Polish tutor at the German tutor during their last tense days together. “Does that mean that the hour of the submerged peoples of Europe is at last upon us?” he asked.

The Baron regarded Wladek’s innocent face tenderly. “Our national spirit has not perished in one hundred and fifty years of attrition and repression,” he replied. “It may be that that fate of Poland is as much at stake as that of Serbia, but we are powerless to influence history. We are at the mercy of the three mighty empires that surround us.”

“We are strong, we can fight,” said Leon. “We have wooden swords and shields. We are not afraid of Germans or Russians.”

“My son, you have only played at war. This battle will not be between children. We must now find a small, quiet place to live until history has decided our fate, and we must leave as soon as possible. I can only pray that this is not the end of your childhood.”

Leon and Wladek were both mystified and irritated by the Baron’s words. War sounded like an exciting adventure, which they would be sure to miss if they left the castle. The servants took several days to pack the Baron’s possessions, and Wladek and Leon were informed that they would be departing for their small summer home to the north of Grodno on the following Monday. The two boys continued, often unsupervised, with their work and play, but they found no one in the castle with the inclination or time to answer their myriad questions.

On Saturdays, lessons were held only in the morning. They were translating Adam Mickiewicz’s Pan Tadeusz into Latin when they heard the guns. At first, Wladek thought the familiar sound meant only that another trapper was out shooting on the estate; the boys returned to the Bard of Czarnotas. A second volley of shots, much closer, made them look up, and then they heard the screams coming from downstairs. They stared at each other in bewilderment; they feared nothing, because they had never experienced anything in their short lives that should have made them fearful. The tutor fled, leaving them alone, and then came another shot, this time in the corridor outside their room. The two boys sat motionless, terrified and unbreathing.

Suddenly the door crashed open and a man no older than their tutor, in a gray soldier’s uniform and steel helmet, stood towering over them. Leon clung to Wladek, while Wladek stared at the intruder. The soldier shouted at them in German, demanding to know who they were, but neither boy replied even though both had mastered the language as well as their mother tongue. Another soldier appeared behind his compatriot as the first advanced on the two boys, grabbed them by the necks, not unlike chickens, and pulled them out into the corridor, down the hall to the front of the castle and then into the gardens, where they found Florentyna screaming hysterically as she stared at the ground in front of her. Leon could not bear to look and buried his head in Wladek’s shoulder. Wladek gazed as much in surprise as in horror at a row of dead bodies, mostly servants, being placed face downward. He was mesmerized by the sight of a mustache in profile against a pool of blood. It was the trapper. Wladek felt nothing as Florentyna continued screaming.

“Is Papa there?” asked Leon. “Is Papa there?”

Wladek scanned the line of bodies once again. He thanked God that there was no sign of the Baron Rosnovski. He was about to tell Leon the good news when a soldier came up to them.

“Wer hat gesprochen?” he demanded fiercely.

“Ich,” said Wladek defiantly.

The soldier raised his rifle and brought the butt crashing down on Wladek’s head. He sank to the ground, blood spurting over his face. Where was the Baron, what was happening, why were they being treated like this in their own home? Leon quickly jumped on top of Wladek, trying to protect him from the second blow that the soldier had intended for Wladek’s stomach, but as the rifle came crashing down the full force caught the back of Leon’s head.

Both boys lay motionless, Wladek because he was still dazed by the blow and the sudden weight of Leon’s body on top of him, and Leon because he was dead.

Wladek could hear another soldier berating their tormentor for the action he had taken. They picked up Leon, but Wladek clung to him. It took two soldiers to prise his friend’s body away and dump it unceremoniously with the others, facedown on the grass. Wladek’s eyes never left the motionless body of his dearest friend until he was finally marched back inside the castle and, with a handful of dazed survivors, led to the dungeons. Nobody spoke for fear of joining the line of bodies on the grass, until the dungeon doors were bolted and the last murmur of the soldiers had vanished in the distance. Then Wladek said, “Holy God.” For there in a corner, slumped against the wall, sat the Baron, uninjured but stunned, staring into space, alive only because the conquerors needed him to be responsible for the prisoners. Wladek went over to him, while the others sat as far away from their master as possible. The two gazed at each other as they had on the first day they had met. Wladek put his hand out and, as on the first day, the Baron took it. Wladek watched the tears course down the Baron’s proud face. Neither spoke. They had both lost the person they had loved most in the world.








Chapter Six



William Kane grew quickly and was considered an adorable child by all who came in contact with him; in the early years of his life these were generally besotted relatives and doting servants.

The top floor of the Kanes’ eighteenth-century house in Louisburg Square on Beacon Hill had been converted into nursery quarters, crammed with toys. A further bedroom and a sitting room were made available for the newly acquired nurse. The floor was far enough away from Richard Kane for him to be unaware of problems such as teething, wet diapers and the irregular and undisciplined cries for more food. First sound, first tooth, first step and first word were all recorded in a family book by William’s mother along with the progress in his height and weight. Anne was surprised to find that these statistics differed very little from those of any other child with whom she came into contact on Beacon Hill.

The nurse, an import from England, brought the boy up on a regimen that would have gladdened the heart of a Prussian cavalry officer. William’s father would visit him each evening at six o’clock. As he refused to address the child in baby language, he ended up not speaking to him at all; the two merely stared at each other. William would grip his father’s index finger, the one with which balance sheets were checked, and hold on to it tightly. Richard would allow himself a smile. At the end of the first year the routine was slightly modified and the boy was allowed to come downstairs to see his father. Richard would sit in his high-backed, maroon leather chair, watching his firstborn weave his way on all fours in and out of the legs of the furniture, reappearing when least expected, which led Richard to observe that the child would undoubtedly become a senator. William took his first steps at thirteen months while clinging on to the tails of his father’s topcoat. His first word was Dada, which pleased everyone, including Grandmother Kane and Grandmother Cabot, who were regular visitors. They did not actually push the vehicle in which William was perambulated around Boston, but they did deign to walk a pace behind the nurse in the park on Thursday afternoons, glaring at infants with a less disciplined retinue. While other children fed the ducks in the public gardens, William succeeded in charming the swans in the lake of Mr. Jack Gardner’s extravagant Venetian Palace.

When two years had passed, the grandmothers intimated by hint and innuendo that it was high time for another prodigy, an appropriate sibling for William. Anne obliged them by becoming pregnant but was distressed to find herself feeling and looking progressively off-color as she entered her fourth month.

Dr. MacKenzie ceased to smile as he checked the growing stomach and hopeful mother, and when Anne miscarried at sixteen weeks, he was not altogether surprised but did not allow her to indulge her grief. In his notes he wrote: “pre-eclampsia?” and then told her, “Anne, my dear, the reason you have not been feeling so well is that your blood pressure was too high and would probably have become much higher as your pregnancy progressed. I fear doctors haven’t found the answer to blood pressure yet; in fact, we know very little other than it’s a dangerous condition for anyone, particularly for a pregnant woman.”

Anne held back her tears while considering the implications of a future without more children.

“Surely it won’t happen in my next pregnancy?” she asked, phrasing her question to dispose the doctor to a favorable answer.

“I should be very surprised if it did not, my dear. I am sorry to have to say this to you, but I would strongly advise you against becoming pregnant again.”

“But I don’t mind feeling off-color for a few months if it means…”

“I am not talking about feeling off-color, Anne. I am talking about not taking any unneccessary risks with your life.”

 

It was a terrible blow for Richard and Anne, who themselves had both been only children, largely as a result of their respective fathers’ premature deaths. They had both assumed that they would produce a family appropriate to the commanding size of their house and their responsibilities to the next generation. “What else is there for a young woman to do?” inquired Grandmother Cabot of Grandmother Kane. No one cared to mention the subject again, and William became the center of everyone’s attention.

Richard, who after six years on the board had taken over as the president of Kane and Cabot Bank and Trust Company, had always immersed himself in the work of the bank. The bank, which stood on State Street, a bastion of architectural and fiscal solidity, had offices in New York, London and San Francisco. The last had presented a problem to Richard on the very day of William’s birth when, along with the Crocker National Bank, Wells Fargo and the California Bank, it collapsed to the ground, not financially but literally, in the great earthquake of 1906. Richard, by nature a cautious man, was comprehensively insured with Lloyd’s of London. Gentlemen all, they had paid up to the penny, enabling Richard to rebuild. Nevertheless, Richard spent an uncomfortable year jolting across America on the four-day train journey between Boston and San Francisco in order to supervise the rebuilding. He opened the new office in Union Square in October 1907, barely in time to turn his attention to other problems arising on the Eastern Seaboard. There was a minor run on the New York banks, and many of the smaller establishments were unable to cope with large withdrawals and started going to the wall. J. P. Morgan, the legendary chairman of the mighty bank bearing his name, invited Richard to join a consortium to hold firm during the crisis. Richard agreed, the courageous stand worked, and the problem began to dissipate, but not before Richard had had a few sleepless nights.

William, on the other hand, slept soundly, unaware of the importance of earthquakes and collapsing banks. After all, there were swans that must be fed and endless trips to and from Milton, Brookline and Beverley so that he could be shown to his distinguished relatives.

 

Early in the spring of the following year Richard acquired a new toy in return for a cautious investment of captial in a man called Henry Ford, who was claiming he could produce a motor car for the people. The bank entertained Mr. Ford at luncheon, and Richard was coaxed into the acquisition of a Model T for the princely sum of $850. Henry Ford assured Richard that if only the bank would back him the cost could eventually fall to $350 within a few years and everyone would be buying his cars, thus insuring a large profit for his backers. Richard did back him, and it was the first time he had placed good money behind someone who wished his product to halve in price.

Richard was initially apprehensive that his motor car, somberly black though it was, might not be regarded as a serious mode of transport for the president and chairman of a bank, but he was reassured by the admiring glances from the sidewalks which the machine attracted. At ten miles an hour it was noisier than a horse, but it did have the virtue of leaving no mess in the middle of Mount Vernon Street. His only quarrel with Mr. Ford was that the man would not listen to the suggestion that a Model T should be made available in a variety of colors. Mr. Ford insisted that every car should be black in order to keep the price down. Anne, more sensitive than her husband to the approbation of polite society, would not drive in the vehicle until the Cabots had acquired one.

William, on the other hand, adored the “automobile,” as the press called it, and immediately assumed that the vehicle had been bought for him to replace his now redundant and unmechanized pram. He also preferred the chauffeur—with his goggles and flat hat—to his nurse. Grandmother Kane and Grandmother Cabot claimed that they would never travel in the dreadful machine and never did, although it should be pointed out that Grandmother Kane traveled to her funeral in a motor car but was never informed.

During the next two years the bank grew in strength and size, as did William. Americans were once again investing for expansion, and large sums of money found their way to Kane and Cabot’s to be reinvested in such projects as the expanding Lowell leather factory in Lowell, Massachusetts. Richard watched the growth of his bank and his son with unsurprised satisfaction. On William’s fifth birthday, he took the child out of women’s hands by engaging at $450 per annum a private tutor, a Mr. Munro, personally selected by Richard from a list of eight applicants who had earlier been screened by his private secretary. Mr. Munro was charged to ensure that William was ready to enter St. Paul’s by the age of twelve. William immediately took to Mr. Munro, whom he thought to be very old and very clever. He was, in fact, twenty-three and the possessor of a second-class honors degree in English from the University of Edinburgh.

William quickly learned to read and write with facility but saved his real enthusiasm for figures. His only complaint was that, of the eight lessons taught every weekday, only one was arithmetic. William was quick to point out to his father that one-eighth of the working day was a small investment of time for someone who would one day be the president and chairman of a bank.

To compensate for his tutor’s lack of foresight, William dogged the footsteps of his accessible relatives with demands for sums to be executed in his head. Grandmother Cabot, who had never been persuaded that the division of an integer by four would necessarily produce the same answer as its multiplication by one quarter—and indeed in her hands the two operations often did result in two different numbers—found herself speedily outclassed by her grandson; but Grandmother Kane, with some small leanings to cleverness, grappled manfully with vulgar fractions, compound interest and the division of eight cakes among nine children.

“Grandmother,” said William kindly but firmly when she had failed to find the answer to his latest conundrum, “you can buy me a slide rule; then I won’t have to bother you.”

She was astonished at her grandson’s precocity, but she bought him one just the same, wondering if he really knew how to use the gadget. It was the first time in her life that Grandmother Kane had been known to take the easy way out of any problem.

Richard’s problems began to gravitate eastward. The chairman of his London branch died at his desk and Richard felt himself required in Lombard Street. He suggested to Anne that she and William accompany him to Europe, feeling that the education would not do the boy any harm: he could visit all the places about which Mr. Munro had so often talked. Anne, who had never been to Europe, was excited by the prospect, and filled three steamer trunks with elegant and expensive new clothes in which to confront the Old World. William considered it unfair of his mother not to allow him to take the equally essential aid to travel, his bicycle.

The Kanes traveled to New York by train to join the Aquitania bound for her voyage to Southampton. Anne was appalled by the sight of the immigrant street peddlers pushing their wares, and she was glad to be safely on board and resting in her cabin. William, on the other hand, was amazed by the size of New York; he had, until that moment, always imagined that his father’s bank was the biggest building in America, if not the world. He wanted to buy a pink-and-yellow ice cream from a man with a little cart, but his father would not hear of it; in any case, Richard never carried small change. William adored the great vessel on sight and quickly became friendly with the captain, who showed him all the secrets of the Cunard steamships’ prima donna. Richard and Anne, who naturally sat at the captain’s table, felt it necessary before the ship had long left America to apologize for the amount of the crew’s time that their son was occupying.

“Not at all,” replied the white-bearded skipper. “William and I are already good friends. I only wish I could answer all his questions about time, speed and distance. I have to be coached each night by the first engineer in the hope of first anticipating and then surviving the next day.”

The Aquitania sailed into The Solent to dock at Southampton after a ten-day crossing. William was reluctant to leave her, and tears would have been unavoidable had it not been for the magnificent sight of the Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, sitting at the quayside complete with a chauffeur, ready to whisk them off to London. Richard decided on the spur of the moment that he would have the car transported back to New York at the end of the trip, a decision more out of character than any he would make during the rest of his life. He informed Anne that he wanted to show the vehicle to Henry Ford.

The Kane family always stayed at the Ritz in Piccadilly when they were in London, which was convenient to Richard’s office in the City. Anne used the time while Richard was occupied at the bank to show William the Tower of London, Buckingham Palace and the Changing of the Guard. William thought everything was “great” except the English accent, which he had difficulty in understanding.

“Why don’t they talk like us, Mommy?” he demanded, and was surprised to be told that the question was more often put the other way around, as “they” came first. William’s favorite pastime was watching the soldiers in their bright red uniforms with large, shiny brass buttons who kept guard duty outside Buckingham Palace. He tried to talk to them, but they stared past him into space and never even blinked.

“Can we take one home?” he asked his mother.

“No, darling, they have to stay here and guard the King.”

“But he’s got so many of them, can’t I have just one?”

As a “special treat”—Anne’s words—Richard allowed himself an afternoon off to take William and Anne to the West End to see a traditional English pantomime called “Jack and the Beanstalk” playing at the London Hippodrome. William loved Jack and immediately wanted to cut down every tree he laid his eyes on, imagining them all to be sheltering a monster. They had tea after the show at Fortnum and Mason in Piccadilly, and Anne let William have two cream buns and a thing called a doughnut. Daily thereafter William had to be escorted back to the tea room at Fortnum’s to consume another “doughbun,” as he called them.

The holiday passed by all too quickly for William and his mother, but Richard, satisfied with his progress in Lombard Street and pleased with his newly appointed chairman, began to look forward to the day of their departure. Cables were arriving daily from Boston, which made him anxious to be back in his own boardroom. Finally, when one such missive informed him that 2,500 workers at a cotton mill with which his bank had a heavy investment in Lawrence, Massachusetts, had gone out on strike, he was glad that his planned date of sailing was only three days away.

William was looking forward to returning and telling Mr. Munro all the exciting things he had done in England and to being reunited with his two grandmothers. They had never done anything so exciting as visiting a real live theater with the general public. Anne was also not unhappy to be going home, although she had enjoyed the trip almost as much as William, for her clothes and beauty had been much admired by the normally undemonstrative English. As a final treat for William the day before they were due to sail, Anne took him to a tea party in Eaton Square given by the wife of the newly appointed chairman of Richard’s London branch. She, too, had a son, Stuart, who was eight—and William had, in the two weeks in which they had been playing together, grown to regard him as an indispensable grown-up friend. The party, however, was rather subdued because Stuart felt unwell and William, in sympathy with his new chum, announced to his mother that he was going to be ill too. Anne and William returned to the Ritz Hotel earlier than they had planned. She was not greatly put out, as this gave her a little more time to supervise the repacking of the large steamer trunks, although she was convinced William was only putting on an act to please Stuart. When she put William to bed that night, she found that he had been as good as his word and was running a slight fever. She remarked on it to Richard over dinner.

“Probably all the excitement at the thought of going home,” he offered, sounding unconcerned.

“I hope so,” replied Anne. “I don’t want him to be sick on a six-day sea voyage.”

“He’ll be just fine by tomorrow,” said Richard, issuing a directive that would go unheeded, but when Anne went to wake William the next morning, she found him covered in little red spots and running a temperature of 103. The hotel doctor diagnosed measles and was politely insistent that William on no account be sent on a sea journey, not only for his own good but for the sake of the other passengers. There was nothing for it but to leave him in bed with his stone hot-water bottle and wait until he was fully recovered. Richard was unable to countenance the two-week delay and decided to sail as planned. Reluctantly, Anne allowed the hurried changes of booking to be made. William begged his father to let him accompany him: the fourteen days before the ship was due back in Southampton seemed like an eternity to the child. Richard was adamant and hired a nurse to attend William and convince him of his poor state of health.

Anne traveled down to Southampton with Richard in the new Rolls-Royce.

“I shall be lonely in London without you, Richard,” she ventured diffidently in their parting moment, risking his disapproval of emotional women.

“Well, my dear, I dare say I shall be somewhat lonely in Boston without you,” he said, his mind on the striking mill-workers.

Anne returned to London on the train, wondering how she would occupy herself for the next two weeks. William had a better night and in the morning the spots looked less ferocious. Doctor and nurse were unanimous however in their insistence that he remain in bed. Anne used the extra time to write long letters to the family, while William remained in bed, protesting, but on Tuesday morning he got himself up early and went into his mother’s room, very much back to his normal self. He climbed into bed next to her and immediately his cold hands woke her up. Anne was relieved to see him so obviously fully recovered. She rang to order breakfast in bed for both of them, an indulgence William’s father would never have countenanced.

There was a quiet knock on the door and a man in gold-and-red livery entered with a large silver breakfast tray. Eggs, bacon, tomato, toast and marmalade—a veritable feast. William looked at the food ravenously as if he could not remember when he had last eaten a full meal. Anne casually glanced at the morning paper. Richard always read The Times when he stayed in London, so the management assumed she would require it as well.

“Oh, look,” said William, staring at the photograph on an inside page, “a picture of Daddy’s ship. What’s a ca-la-mity, Mommy?”

All across the width of the newspaper was a picture of the Titanic.

Anne, unmindful of behaving as should a Cabot or a Kane, burst into frenzied tears, clinging to her only son. They sat in bed for several minutes, holding on to each other, William wasn’t sure why. Anne realized that they had both lost the one person whom they had loved most in the world.

Sir Piers Campbell, young Stuart’s father, arrived at Suite 107 of the Ritz. He waited in the lounge while the widow put on a suit, the only dark piece of clothing she possessed. William dressed himself, still not certain what a calamity was. Anne asked Sir Piers to explain the full implications of the news to her son, who only said, “I wanted to be on the ship with him, but they wouldn’t let me go.” He didn’t cry, because he refused to believe anything could kill his father. He would be among the survivors.

In all Sir Piers’s career as a politician, diplomat and now chairman of Kane and Cabot, London, he had never seen such self-containment in one so young. Presence is given to very few, he was heard to remark some years later. It had been given to Richard Kane and had been passed on to his only son. On Thursday of that week William was six, but he didn’t open any of his gifts.

The lists of survivors, arriving spasmodically from America, were checked and double-checked by Anne. Each confirmed that Richard Lowell Kane was still missing at sea, presumed drowned. After a further week even William had almost abandoned hope of his father’s survival.

Anne found it painful to board the Aquitania, but William was strangely eager to put to sea. Hour after hour, he would sit on the observation deck, scanning the featureless water.

“Tomorrow I will find him,” he promised his mother again and again, at first confidently and then in a voice that barely disguised his own disbelief.

“William, no one can survive for three weeks in the North Atlantic.”

“Not even my father?”

“Not even your father.”

When Anne returned to Boston, both grandmothers were waiting for her at the Red House, mindful of the duty that had been thrust upon them. The responsibility had been passed back to the grandmothers. Anne passively accepted their proprietary role. Life had little purpose left for her other than William, whose destiny they now seemed determined to control. William was polite but uncooperative. During the day he sat silently in his lessons with Mr. Munro and at night wept into the lap of his mother.

“What he needs is the company of other children,” declared the grandmothers briskly, and they dismissed Mr. Munro and the nurse and sent William to Sayre Academy in the hope that an introduction to the real world and the constant company of other children might bring him back to his old self.

Richard had left the bulk of his estate to William, to remain in the family trust until his twenty-first birthday. There was a codicil to the will. Richard expected his son to become president and chairman of Kane and Cabot on merit. It was the only part of his father’s testament that inspired William, for the rest was his by birthright. Anne received a capital sum of $500,000 and an income for life of $100,000 a year after taxes, which would cease at once if she remarried. She also received the house on Beacon Hill, the summer mansion on the North Shore, the home in Maine and a small island off Cape Cod, all of which were to pass to William on his mother’s death. Both grandmothers received $250,000 and letters leaving them in no doubt about their responsibility if Richard died before them. The family trust was to be handled by the bank, with William’s godparents acting as cotrustees. The income from the trust was to be reinvested each year in conservative enterprises.

It was a full year before the grandmothers came out of mourning, and although Anne was still only twenty-eight, she looked her age for the first time in her life.

The grandmothers, unlike Anne, concealed their grief from William until he finally reproached them for it.

“Don’t you miss my father?” he asked, gazing at Grandmother Kane with the blue eyes that brought back memories of her own son.

“Yes, my child, but he would not have wished us to sit around and feel sorry for ourselves.”

“But I want us to always remember him—always,” said William, his voice cracking.

“William, I am going to speak to you for the first time as though you were quite grown up. We will always keep his memory hallowed between us, and you shall play your own part by living up to what your father would have expected of you. You are the head of the family now and the heir to a large fortune. You must, therefore, prepare yourself through work to be fit for that inheritance in the same spirit in which your father worked to increase the inheritance for you.”

William made no reply. He was thus provided with the motive for life which he had lacked before and he acted upon his grandmother’s advice. He learned to live with his sorrow without complaining, and from that moment on he threw himself steadfastly into his work at school, satisfied only if Grandmother Kane seemed impressed. At no subject did he fail to excel, and in mathematics he was not only top of his class but far ahead of his years. Anything his father had achieved, he was determined to better. He grew even closer to his mother and became suspicious of anyone who was not family, so that he was often thought of as a solitary child, a loner and, unfairly, a snob.

The grandmothers decided when William was in his seventh year that the time had come to instruct the boy in the value of money. They therefore allowed him pocket money of one dollar a week but insisted that he keep an inventory accounting for every cent he had spent. With this in mind, they presented him with a green leather-bound ledger, at a cost of 95 cents, which they deducted from his first week’s allowance of one dollar. From the second week the grandmothers divided the dollar every Saturday morning. William invested 50 cents, spent 20 cents, gave 10 cents to any charity of his choice and kept 20 cents in reserve. At the end of each quarter the grandmothers would inspect the ledger and his written report on any transactions. When the first three months had passed, William was well ready to account for himself. He had given $1.30 to the newly founded Boy Scouts of America, and invested $5.55, which he had asked Grandmother Kane to place in a savings account at the bank of his godfather, J. P. Morgan. He had spent $2.60 for which he did not have to account, and had kept $2.60 in reserve. The ledger was a source of great satisfaction to the grandmothers: there was no doubt William was the son of Richard Kane.

At school, William still made few friends, partly because he was shy of mixing with anyone other than Cabots, Lowells or children from families wealthier than his own. This restricted his choice severely, so he became a somewhat broody child, which worried his mother, who wanted William to lead a more normal existence and did not in her heart approve of the ledger or the investment program. Anne would have preferred William to have a lot of young friends rather than old advisors, to get himself dirty and bruised rather than remain spotless, to collect toads and turtles rather than stocks and company reports—in short, to be like any other little boy. But she never had the courage to tell the grandmothers about her misgivings and in any case the grandmothers were not interested in any other little boy.

On his ninth birthday William presented the ledger to his grandmothers for the second annual inspection. The green leather book showed a saving during the two years of more than fifty dollars. He was particularly proud to point out to the grandmothers an old entry marked “B6,” showing that he had taken his money out of J. P. Morgan’s Bank immediately on hearing of the death of the great financier, because he had noted that his own father’s bank’s stock had fallen in value after his death had been announced. William had reinvested the same amount three months later before the public realized the company was bigger than any one man.

The grandmothers were suitably impressed and allowed William to trade in his old bicycle and purchase a new one, after which he still had a capital sum of over $100, which his Grandmother Kane invested for him in the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey. Oil, William said knowingly, could only become more expensive. He kept the ledger meticulously up to date until his twenty-first birthday. Had the grandmothers still been alive then, they would have been proud of the final entry in the right-hand column marked “Assets.”








Chapter Seven



Wladek was the only one of those left alive who knew the dungeons well. In his days of hide-and-seek with Leon he had spent many happy hours in the freedom of the small stone rooms, carefree in the knowledge that he could return to the castle whenever it suited him.

There were in all four dungeons, on two levels. Two of the rooms, a larger and a smaller one, were at ground level. The smaller one was adjacent to the castle wall, which afforded a thin filter of light through a grille set high in the stones. Down five steps there were two more stone rooms in perpetual darkness and with little air. Wladek led the Baron into the small upper dungeon, where he remained sitting in a corner, silent and motionless, staring fixedly into space; the boy then appointed Florentyna to be the Baron’s personal servant.

As Wladek was the only person who dared to remain in the same room as the Baron, the servants never questioned his authority. Thus, at the age of nine, he took on the day-to-day responsibility for his fellow prisoners. The new occupants of the dungeons, their placidity rendered into miserable stupefaction by incarceration, found nothing strange in a situation that had put a nine-year-old in control of their lives. And in the dungeons he became their master. He split the remaining twenty-four servants into three groups of eight, trying to keep families together wherever possible. He moved them regularly in a shift system: the first eight hours in the upper dungeons for light, air, food and exercise, the second and most popular shift of eight hours working in the castle for their captors, and the final eight hours given over to sleep in one of the lower dungeons. No one except the Baron and Florentyna could be quite sure when Wladek slept, as he was always there at the end of every shift to supervise the servants as they moved on. Food was distributed every twelve hours. The guards would hand over a skin of goat’s milk, black bread, millet and occasionally some nuts, all of which Wladek would divide by twenty-eight, always giving two portions to the Baron without ever letting him know.

Once Wladek had each shift organized, he would return to the Baron in the smaller dungeon. Initially he expected guidance from him, but the fixed gaze of his master was as implacable and comfortless in its own way as were the eyes of the constant succession of German guards. The Baron had never once spoken from the moment he had been thrust into captivity in his own castle. His beard had grown long and matted on his chest, and his strong frame was beginning to decline into frailty. The once proud look had been replaced with one of resignation. Wladek could scarcely remember the well-loved voice of his patron and accustomed himself to the thought that he would never hear it again. After a while he complied with the Baron’s unspoken wishes by also remaining silent in his presence.

When he had lived in the safety of the castle, Wladek had never thought of the previous day with so much occupying him from hour to hour. Now he was unable to remember even the previous hour, because nothing ever changed. Hopeless minutes turned into hours, hours into days, and then months that he soon lost track of. Only the arrival of food, darkness or light indicated that another twelve hours had passed, while the intensity of that light, and its eventual giving way to storms, and then ice forming on the dungeon walls, melting only when a new sun appeared, heralded each season in a manner that Wladek could never have learned from a nature study lesson. During the long nights, Wladek became even more aware of the stench of death that permeated even the farthest corners of the four dungeons, alleviated occasionally by the morning sunshine, a cool breeze or the most blessed relief of all, the return of rain.

At the end of one day of unremitting storms, Wladek and Florentyna took advantage of the rain by washing themselves in a puddle of water which formed on the stone floor of the upper dungeon. Neither of them noticed that the Baron’s eyes widened as Wladek removed his tattered shirt and rolled over in the relatively clean water, continuing to rub himself until white streaks appeared on his body. Suddenly, the Baron spoke.

“Wladek”—the word was barely audible—“I cannot see you clearly,” he said, the voice cracking. “Come here.”

Wladek was stupefied by the sound of his patron’s voice after so long a silence and didn’t even look in his direction. He was immediately sure that it presaged the madness that already held two of the older servants in its grip.

“Come here, boy.”

Wladek obeyed fearfully and stood before the Baron, who narrowed his enfeebled eyes in a gesture of intense concentration as he groped toward the boy. He ran his finger over Wladek’s chest and then peered at him incredulously.

“Wladek, can you explain this small deformity?”

“No, sir,” said Wladek, embarrassed. “It has been with me since birth. My foster mother used to say it was the mark of God the Father upon me.”

“Stupid woman. It is the mark of your own father,” the Baron said softly, and relapsed into silence for some minutes. Wladek remained standing in front of him, not moving a muscle. When at last the Baron spoke again, his voice was brisk. “Sit down, boy.”

Wladek obeyed immediately. As he sat down, he noticed once again the heavy band of silver, now hanging loosely around the Baron’s wrist. A shaft of light through a crack in the wall made the magnificent engraving of the Rosnovski coat of arms glitter in the darkness of the dungeon.

“I do not know how long the Germans intend to keep us locked up here. I thought at first that this war would be over in a matter of weeks. I was wrong, and we must now consider the possibility that it will continue for a very long time. With that thought in mind, we must use our time more constructively, as I know my life is nearing an end.”

“No, no,” Wladek began to protest, but the Baron continued as if he had not heard him.

“Yours, my child, has yet to begin. I will, therefore, undertake the continuation of your education.”

The Baron did not speak again that day. It was as if he was considering the implications of his pronouncement. Thus Wladek gained his new tutor, and as they possessed neither reading nor writing materials, he was made to repeat everything the Baron said. He was taught great tracts from the poems of Adam Mickiewicz and Jan Kochanowski and long passages from The Aeneid. In that austere classroom Wladek learned geography, mathematics and added to his command of four languages—Russian, German, French and English. But once again his happiest moments were when he was taught history. The history of his nation through a hundred years of partition, the disappointed hopes for a united Poland, the further anguish of the Poles at Napoleon’s crushing loss to Russia in 1812. He learned of the brave tales of earlier and happier times, when King Jan Casimir had dedicated Poland to the Blessed Virgin after repulsing the Swedes at Czestochowa, and how the mighty Prince Radziwill, great landowner and lover of hunting, had held his court in the great castle near Warsaw. Wladek’s final lesson each day was on the family history of the Rosnovskis. Again and again he was told—never tiring of the tale—how the Baron’s illustrious ancestor who had served in 1794 under General Dabrowski and then in 1809 under Napoleon himself had been rewarded by the great Emperor with land and a barony. He also learned that the Baron’s grandfather had sat on the Council of Warsaw and that his father had played his own part in building the new Poland. Wladek found such happiness when the Baron turned his little dungeon room into a classroom.

 

The guards at the dungeon door were changed every four hours and conversation between them and the prisoners was strengst verboten. In snatches and fragments Wladek learned of the progress of the war, of the actions of Hindenburg and Ludendorff, of the rise of revolution in Russia and of her subsequent withdrawal from the war by the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.

Wladek began to believe that the only escape from the dungeons for the inmates was death. The doors to that filthy hellhole opened nine times during the next two years, and Wladek began to wonder if he was equipping himself with knowledge that would be useless if he never again knew freedom.

The Baron continued to tutor him despite his progressively failing sight and hearing. Wladek had to sit closer and closer to him each day.

Florentyna—his sister, mother and closest friend—engaged in a more physical struggle against the rankness of their predicament. Occasionally the guards would provide her with a fresh bucket of sand or straw to cover the soiled floor, and the stench became a little less oppressive for the next few days. Vermin scuttled around in the darkness for any dropped scraps of bread or potato and brought with them disease and still more filth. The sour smell of decomposed human and animal urine and excrement assaulted their nostrils and regularly brought Wladek to a state of sickness and nausea. He longed above all to be clean again and would sit for hours gazing at the dungeon ceiling, recalling the steaming tubs of hot water and the good, rough soap with which the niania had, so short a distance away and so long a time ago, washed the accretion of a mere day’s fun from Leon and himself, with many a muttering and tut-tut for muddy knees or a dirty fingernail.

By the spring of 1918, only fifteen of the twenty-six captives incarcerated with Wladek were still alive. The Baron was always treated by everyone as the master, while Wladek had become his acknowledged steward. Wladek felt saddest for his beloved Florentyna, now twenty. She had long since despaired of life and was convinced that she was going to spend her remaining days in the dungeons. Wladek never admitted in her presence to giving up hope, but although he was only twelve, he too was beginning to wonder if he dared believe in any future.

One evening, early in the fall, Florentyna came to Wladek’s side in the larger upper dungeon.

“The Baron is calling for you.”

Wladek rose quickly, leaving the allocation of food to a senior servant, and went to the old man. The Baron was in severe pain, and Wladek saw with terrible clarity—as though for the first time—how illness had eroded whole areas of the Baron’s flesh, leaving the green-mottled skin covering a now skeletal face. The Baron asked for water, and Florentyna brought it from the half-full mug that hung from a stick outside the stone grille. When the great man had finished drinking, he spoke slowly and with considerable difficulty.

“You have seen so much of death, Wladek, that one more will make little difference to you. I confess that I no longer fear escaping this world.”

“No, no, it can’t be!” cried Wladek, clinging to the old man for the first time in his life. “We have so nearly triumphed. Don’t give up, Baron. The guards have assured me that the war is coming to an end and then we will soon be released.”

“They have been promising us that for months, Wladek. We cannot believe them any longer, and in any case I fear I have no desire to live in the new world they are creating.” He paused as he listened to the boy crying. The Baron’s only thought was to collect the tears as drinking water, and then he remembered that tears were saline and he laughed to himself. “Call for my butler and first footman, Wladek.”

Wladek obeyed immediately, not knowing why they should be required.

The two servants, awakened from a deep sleep, came and stood in front of the Baron. After three years’ captivity sleep was the easiest commodity to come by. They still wore their embroidered uniforms, but one could no longer tell that they had once been the proud Rosnovski colors of green and gold. They stood silently waiting for their master to speak.

“Are they there, Wladek?” asked the Baron.

“Yes, sir. Can you not see them?” Wladek realized for the first time that the Baron was now completely blind.

“Bring them forward so that I might touch them.”

Wladek brought the two men to him and the Baron touched their faces.

“Sit down,” he commanded them. “Can you both hear me, Ludwik, Alfons?”

“Yes, sir.”

“My name is Baron Rosnovski.”

“We know, sir,” the butler responded innocently.

“Do not interrupt me,” said the Baron. “I am about to die.”

Death had become so common that the two men made no protest.

“I am unable to make a new will as I have no paper, quill or ink. Therefore I make my testament in your presence and you can act as my two witnesses as recognized by the ancient law of Poland. Do you understand what I am saying?”

“Yes, sir,” the two men replied in unison.

“My firstborn son, Leon, is dead”—the Baron paused—“and so I leave my entire estate and possessions to the boy known as Wladek Koskiewicz.”

Wladek realized he had not heard his surname for many years and did not immediately comprehend the significance of the Baron’s words.

“And as proof of my resolve,” the Baron continued, “I give him the family band.”

The old man slowly raised his right arm, removed the silver band from his wrist and held it forward to a speechless Wladek, whom he clasped firmly, running his fingers over the boy’s chest as if to be sure that it was he. “My son,” he said as he placed the silver band on the boy’s wrist.

Wladek wept, and lay in the arms of the Baron all night until he could no longer hear his heart and could feel the fingers stiffening around him. In the morning the Baron’s body was removed by the guards and they allowed Wladek to bury him by the side of his son, Leon, in the family churchyard, up against the chapel. As the body was lowered into its shallow grave, dug by Wladek’s bare hands, the Baron’s tattered shirt fell open. Wladek stared at the dead man’s chest.

He had only one nipple.

 

Thus Wladek Koskiewicz, aged twelve, inherited 60,000 acres of land, one castle, two manor houses, twenty-seven cottages and a valuable collection of paintings, furniture and jewelry, while he lived in a small stone room under the earth. From that day on, the remaining captives took him as their rightful master; and his empire was four dungeons, his retinue thirteen broken servants, plus his only love, Florentyna.

He returned to what he felt was now an endless routine until late in the winter of 1918. On a mild, dry day, there burst upon the prisoners’ ears a volley of shots and the sound of a brief struggle. Wladek was sure that the Polish army had come to rescue him and that he would now be able to lay claim to his rightful inheritance. When the German guards deserted the iron door of the dungeons, the inmates remained huddled in terrified silence in the lower rooms. Wladek stood alone at the entrance, twisting the silver band around his wrist, triumphant, waiting for his liberators. Eventually those who had defeated the Germans arrived and spoke in the coarse Slavic tongue, familiar from school days, which he had learned to fear even more than German. Wladek was dragged unceremoniously out into the passage with his retinue. The prisoners waited, then were cursorily inspected and thrown back into the dungeons. The new conquerors were unaware that this twelve-year-old boy was the master of all their eyes beheld. They did not speak his tongue. Their orders were clear and not to be questioned: kill the enemy if they resist the agreement of Brest-Litovsk, which made this section of Poland theirs, and send those who do not resist to Camp 201 for the rest of their days. The Germans had left with only token resistance, to retreat behind their new border, while Wladek and his followers waited, hopeful of a new life, ignorant of their impending fate.

After spending two more nights in the dungeons, Wladek resigned himself to believing that they were to be incarcerated for another long spell. The new guards did not speak to him at all, a reminder of what life had been like three years before; he began to realize that hell had temporarily been lax under the Germans but once again was tight.

On the morning of the third day, much to Wladek’s surprise, they were all dragged out on to the grass in front of the castle, fifteen thin, filthy bodies. Two of the servants collapsed in the unaccustomed sun. Wladek himself found the intense brightness his biggest problem and kept having to shield his eyes. The prisoners stood in silence on the grass and waited for the soldiers’ next move. The guards made them all strip and ordered them down to the river to wash. Wladek hid the silver band in his clothes and ran down to the water’s edge, his legs feeling weak even before he reached the river. He jumped in, gasping for breath at the coldness of the water, although it felt glorious on his skin. The rest of the prisoners joined him and tried vainly to remove three years of filth.

When Wladek came out of the river exhausted, he noticed that the guards were looking strangely at Florentyna as she washed herself in the water. They were laughing and pointing at her. The other women did not seem to arouse the same degree of interest. One of the guards, a large, ugly man whose eyes had never left Florentyna for a moment, grabbed her arm as she passed him on her way back up the riverbank and threw her to the ground and started to take his clothes off quickly, hungrily, while at the same time folding them neatly on the grass. Wladek stared in disbelief at the man’s swollen, erect penis and flew at the soldier, who was now holding Florentyna down on the ground, and hit him in the middle of his stomach with his head with all the force he could muster. The man reeled back and a second soldier grabbed Wladek and held him helpless with his hands pinned behind his back. The commotion attracted the attention of the other guards and they strolled over to watch. Wladek’s captor was now laughing, a loud belly laugh with no humor in it. The other soldiers’ words only added to Wladek’s anguish.

“Enter the great protector,” said the first.

“Come to defend his nation’s honor.” The second one.

“Let’s at least allow him a ringside view.” The one who was holding him.

More laughter interspersed the remarks that Wladek couldn’t always comprehend. He watched the naked soldier advance his hard, well-fed body slowly toward Florentyna, who started screaming. Once again Wladek struggled, trying desperately to free himself from the viselike grip, but he was helpless in the arms of the guard. The naked man fell clumsily on top of Florentyna and started kissing her and slapping her when she tried to fight or turn away; finally he lunged into her. She let out a scream such as Wladek had never heard before. The guards continued talking and laughing among themselves, some not even watching.

“Goddamn virgin,” said the first soldier as he withdrew himself from her.

They all laughed.

“You’ve just made it a little easier for me,” said the second guard.

More laughter. As Florentyna stared into Wladek’s eyes, he began to retch. The soldier holding on to him showed little interest, other than to be sure that none of the boy’s vomit soiled his uniform or boots. The first soldier, his penis now covered in blood, ran down to the stream, yelling as he hit the water. The second man undressed, while yet another held Florentyna down. The second guard took a little longer over his pleasure and seemed to gain considerable satisfaction from hitting Florentyna; when he finally entered her, she screamed again but not quite so loud as before.

“Come on, Valdi, you’ve had enough.”

With that the man came out of her suddenly and joined his companion-at-arms in the stream. Wladek made himself look at Florentyna. She was bruised and bleeding between the legs. The soldier holding him spoke again.

“Come and hold the little bastard, Boris. It’s my turn.”

The first soldier came out of the river and took hold of Wladek firmly. Again Wladek tried to hit out and this made the soldiers laugh again.

“Now we know the full might of the Polish army.”

The unbearable laughter continued as yet another guard started undressing to take his turn with Florentyna, who now lay indifferent to his charms. When he had finished and had gone down to the river, the second soldier returned and started putting on his clothes.

“I think she’s beginning to enjoy it,” he said as he sat in the sun watching his companion. The fourth soldier began to advance on Florentyna. When he reached her, he turned her over, forced her legs as wide apart as possible, his large hands moving rapidly over her frail body. The scream when she was entered had now turned into a groan. Wladek counted sixteen soldiers who raped his sister. When the last soldier had finished with her, he swore and then added, “I think I’ve made love to a dead woman,” and left her motionless on the grass.

They all laughed even more loudly, as the disgruntled soldier walked down to the river. At last Wladek’s guard released him. He ran to Florentyna’s side while the soldiers lay on the grass drinking wine and vodka taken from the Baron’s cellar and eating the bread from the kitchens.

With the help of two of the servants, Wladek carried Florentyna to the edge of the river, and there he wept as he tried to wash away her blood and bruises. It was useless, for she was black and red all over, insensible to help and unable to speak. When Wladek had done the best he could, he covered her body with his jacket and held her in his arms. He kissed her gently on the mouth, the first woman he had ever kissed. She lay in his arms, but he knew she did not recognize him, and as the tears ran down his face onto her bruised body, he felt her go limp. He wept as he carried her dead body up the bank. The guards went silent as they watched him walk toward the chapel. He laid her down on the grass beside the Baron’s grave and started digging with his bare hands. When the sinking sun had caused the castle to cast its long shadow over the graveyard, he had finished digging. He buried Florentyna next to Leon and made a little cross with two sticks which he placed at her head. Wladek collapsed on the ground between Leon and Florentyna, immediately falling asleep, caring not if he ever woke again.
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