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CHAPTER ONE
Poland, 1910

I

t was a difficult birth and right up until the very last moment of
innocent ignorance, Emilia’s mother, Karolina, was unaware of
the midwife’s boisterous, bawdy encouragement.
“Just the head now my dear… almost there… your child is
almost born. But we must take great care. Do exactly as I say? Do
you hear me? Exactly?”
Karolina nodded and drew a panting breath, clinging to the
towel that had been hung on the wooden bedstead behind her
head. The candlelight threw huge strange shadows up to the ceiling,
strange leering shapes that were oddly threatening to her in the
mindless delirium of her pain. In that last, lonely moment of
thrusting anguish it seemed to her that there was no one left alive
in the world but her — that she would be shut up for all eternity
in this bleak prison of pain.
There was a great bursting, tearing sensation and then peace…
and silence… the breathless hush of stunned disbelief. Karolina had
lost a lot of blood. Deathly pale and with only enough energy left
to dimly open her eyes she looked towards the midwife’s
face — rosy with exertion only moments before, now slowly draining of colour. The housemaid backed away from the bed with one
hand pressed against her mouth. In that instant Karolina knew the
child was still born. All the wealth and privilege she had married
1
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into, all the splendour of living in a grand palace in Zaborow, all
the finest medical attention she had received during her pregnancy,
could not protect her from the ghastly truth of this undeniable fact.
She was deathly weak from the experience but even so couldn’t help
thinking that such tragedies should not befall those of aristocratic
status.
Struggling to sit up against a damp pillow, she looked down at
the bloody sheets beneath her and saw what the midwife and housemaid had seen. She did not scream. No one screamed. What she
saw was so terrible that it denied all further movement of her vocal
chords. They only stared, the three of them, as the father of this
blue baby, Adam, and his fifteen year old daughter, Emilia, sat outside anxiously awaiting news. Karolina, her maid and the midwife
continued to look on in horror as though they expected their combined dumbstruck devastation to melt this harrowing truth back
into the realm of nightmares where it surely belonged.
The midwife was the first to recover from her paralysis, swooping
forward to cut the cord with a hand that shook so badly she could
hardly hold the scissors.
“God have mercy,” she muttered, crossing herself instinctively.
“Christ have mercy!”
Karolina watched with numb detached calm as the midwife
rolled the dead baby in a shawl and put it into the cradle that lay
beside the bed.
“Run and fetch Father Talmont,” the midwife told the maid in a
trembling voice. “Tell him he had better come here at once.”
The maid wrenched open the door and fled down the staircase
without a word to Adam or Emilia. When Father Talmont returned
some time later, Adam and Emilia were sobbing at Karolina’s limp
side. The beautiful woman they had respectively called wife and
mother was already dead.
“I must perform the last rites,” the Father said solemnly.
“My son,” Adam mouthed impotently. “My only son and heir.”
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Emilia listened incredulously. He was talking as though she
wasn’t there, as though this dreadful thing had rendered her some
kind of deaf and mindless idiot who had forfeited all right to
human dignity. Like the dead baby in the cradle she had become an
object of tragic discussion.
“Papa?” she whispered.
“Quiet child,” he urged, incapable of any thought beyond his
own pain and loss.
Emilia felt as though she was no longer considered a person as
the midwife shrugged herself into a shawl and picked up her basket.
“If you’ll excuse me Father, I must be getting along. I promised
to look in on another confinement…” The midwife’s voice trailed
away as she disappeared out into the darkness on the landing.
Father Talmont closed the door behind her and put his lantern
down on the chest of drawers, laying his wet cloak across a chair to
dry. He had a comfortable, well-lived in face, tanned and leathery
from walking in all weathers. Emilia guessed he must have seen
many terrible things during the course of his ministry, nevertheless
she could sense him almost recoiling with involuntary horror at the
sight of the lifeless mother and child. Her tear-stained eyes looked
up at him as though pleading for some sort of explanation to the
terrible tragedy that had befallen their family. Finally his gaze
caught hers and read the tumultuous thoughts obviously tumbling
through her young mind.
“My dear child,” he said compassionately. “Don’t be fooled into
believing the Lord has abandoned you. Such tragedies are beyond
mortal understanding, but I ask you to remember that God does
not act without purpose.”
She shivered, and for the first time Adam seemed to remember
he was not alone in the anguish of this tragedy. He turned to Emilia
and wrapped her warmly in his loving embrace.
“We still have each other, my sweet Emilia,” he sobbed. “And I
love you with all my heart. You know that, don’t you?”
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“Yes, papa and I love you too.”
They clung to each other trying to find hope, trying to make
some kind of sense of what had just happened, both wondering
what life would hold for them now the light in their lives had been
extinguished. Tears of exhaustion and outraged misery began to
steal down her taut face as she stared at the striped wallpaper before
her eyes. For months after that she struggled through a maze of
confusion following the one candle that burned steadily in her life,
beckoning her to cross the meadow where comfort, compassion and
companionship could be hers to wallow in. Jacek, her playmate
since childhood, lived across that meadow with his parents in their
manor house. He was two years older than her, but somehow the
age difference had never mattered even when they were tiny children who were normally sensitive to such a gaping chasm in maturity when grappling with the realities of the world and finding their
place within it.
Jacek had become the embodiment of hope contained in the
promise of a new life. As much as Adam loved his child, the only
surviving member of his immediate family, after Karolina’s death he
immersed himself in matters of business and state, leaving Emilia
in the care of her governess. Before the tragedy, Emilia had been
doted over lovingly by both parents. Surrounded by family love, she
was self-confident and demanding, living the typical life of a girl in
her era and of her class.
She was tall for her age, slim, with a thunderstorm of golden-red,
curly hair, a pale complexion and large blue-green eyes which sparkled with life, temperament and warmth. She took French and
English lessons with her governess, Miss Louise, horse riding classes
with Mr. George, an Englishman, and piano and singing lessons
with a part-time teacher. Adam assumed that this range of activities
would keep his daughter both occupied and satisfied while he tried
to rebuild his life from the shattered pieces left by the untimely and
unseemly demise of his wife.
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The palace was surrounded by a park and beyond lay an enormous
meadow densely overgrown with grass and flowers. A sea of white
daisies blanketed the ground like a carpet of magical velvet which
Emilia loved to run through. She would pick armfuls of them at a
time, taking them to her room where she drank in the intoxicating
aroma they permeated, often making garlands to wear on her head.
At those times, before the tragedy, she was carefree and happy. It was
during those times of carefree plenty that she had stumbled across the
manor house on the other side of the meadow, when she was merely
five years old. It was a typical house of the era, with columns at its
entrance, probably quite splendid in appearance to someone who
didn’t already live in the grandeur of a palace. But at five years old,
Emilia wasn’t concerned with splendour or grandeur, she just wanted
a playmate, a friend, a companion, someone who was hers alone and
not under the control of a governess, or teacher, or any other rules
and regulations.
She had been running across that meadow to Jacek for ten years in
blissful abandonment, but now the sentiment had changed. Now she
needed solace. Gazing longingly into her soulful eyes, Jacek could
read her pain without the need for words. The firm muscles of his
torso and upper arms flinched on seeing the agony his beautiful
Emilia was enduring. Wanting to take the pain away, even if it meant
making it his own, Jacek took Emilia in his strong arms and let his
thick locks of luscious, shoulder length hair brush against her face as
she rested her head on his arm. She didn’t notice his dark eyes stinging with pain at her own devastation, she just let her grief and confusion pour out. He had always been the only one who had truly
understood her, even when she could be difficult and obstinate. Jacek
had always been the calm, grounded one who could make any situation seem better. Perhaps it was his disarming smile and charming
sense of humour. She didn’t know. She didn’t care. All she cared about
was everything seemed better when she was with him.
“Oh Jacek, she was so young and full of life. How could this
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have happened?”
“I know, it’s not fair and I know it hurts, but death is part of life
as surely as the sun rises each morning.”
“But death shouldn’t come until we are old, surrounded by fat
grandchildren, at peace in our beds.”
“Death comes in many forms. We can’t escape our destinies.”
“How could this have been mamma’s destiny, Jacek? It’s not
right. It’s not...”
“I know you’re grappling to come to terms with it now, but I
promise you the pain and sense of loss will pass. You will only
remember the beauty, the love and the laughter and those memories
will nurture your mother’s soul until she is ready to be reborn.”
“Reborn? Whatever are you talking about Jacek?”
“It’s all part of the circle of life, of learning and growing, sharing
lessons with each other.”
“You sound like some demented old Guru sat aloft a distant
mountain top somewhere.”
“I’m just saying that death isn’t an end. I understand how your
mother’s death pains you, but you still have much to feel joyous
about… much to look forward to.”
She smiled softly into his sensitive eyes, eyes that displayed wisdom far in advance of his seventeen years. “I don’t know where you
get these ideas from Jacek, but your words always seem to sooth and
calm me, no matter how horrible things are.”
Gently he stroked her face, feeling an urge that almost choked
him with its intensity. But despite his longings he would not dishonour the fragile flower before him, not ever, and especially not
now in such a time of vulnerability. Whatever knowledge and
strength he had was mustered from deep within to retain control
and offer only solace and comfort to the woman he yearned so
desperately to possess.
The meadow had been their childhood playground, connecting
but separating them at the same time. Jacek became aware long
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before Emilia did that it was not just the meadow separating
them. She was the only daughter of a rich aristocrat, while he was
merely the son of a modest nobleman. There was a gulf between
them. For Emilia, a sense of unreality had settled upon her, not
just about their different stations in life, but about what her own
life would hold now her father was a widower. It was a numb and
unthinking stupor paralysing her brain with despair and uncertainty. His eyes gazed upon her with a powerful consciousness
until she found herself returning his expression, evoked by a sensation that softly seduced her body with a primitive and overwhelming urge to be at one with this boy from across the meadow,
however inappropriate that might be. She may have been a princess in her world, but she caught breath at the very sight of Jacek
throughout her cosseted existence. She just wanted to lay in his
arms like a contented, lazy cat, purring at the pure pleasure of this
simple moment.
“The pain will pass,” he repeated soothingly.
“It only goes away for a short while, only when I’m with you. I
don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here. There’s no one who has
any real time for me any more… outside of their structured
duties… except for you.”
Softly he stroked her hair again and then pushed her away. She
studied him quizzically as without dropping his gaze he unfastened
a gold cross around his neck and placed it gently around her delicate throat.
“Hold this cross,” he told her, noticing with some satisfaction
how she complied without question. “Whenever we are apart if you
hold this cross you will feel me by your side. Let this serve as a bond
between us for all time.”
Her entire face shone with a growing delight. “For all time,” she
echoed, feeling the warmth of his body still pervading the flawless
precious metal of her new and henceforth most treasured possession. There were no doubts, no anxieties, just the sense that this was
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a foundation that could never be broken.
***
A year after Karolina’s passing, Adam remarried to Helena, a young
woman from an aristocratic family. She was not as beautiful, nor as
kind, as his deceased wife, but she provided a means to plug the hole
that had been left in his life without a wife at his side. Emilia didn’t
need to wonder if this was a love match, as the marriage between
her parents had been, she could immediately sense there was nothing
like the same chemistry or passion between these two as she’d always
felt between her father and late mother. More annoyingly, she didn’t
understand why her father needed fresh companionship when she
was readily available to engage in conversation with him, in no less
than three languages. What place did this intruder have in their
lives? Helena wasn’t too fond of Emilia either, envying her beauty
and self-confidence, instinctively realizing she would never be able
to replace Emilia’s mother. In fact she was only slightly older than
her new stepdaughter.
Enslaving her elder husband, Helena treated her stepdaughter
with coldness and distance. Emilia would never forget the day she
began a loathing for her new stepmother. It was an unseasonably
hot day for early May and Helena was laying strewn across a sofa
like a peacock outstretching its wings as if to say, “Look at me, can’t
you see how spectacular I am?” She was fanning herself and
demanding drinks of lemonade from her new housemaid, Jacinta.
Emilia was tired and peevish, not at all interested in playing with
the new puppy Helena had purchased to amuse her stepdaughter,
thinking this might keep her attention away from Adam. The
young spaniel bounded tirelessly into the drawing room where Helena was resting, repeatedly dropping a ball at the side of the sofa
and wagging her tail hopefully.
“It’s too hot to go out in the garden,” Helena grumbled. “You’ll
just have to wait for Emilia to finish her French lessons. Oh go
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away you wretched beast, do you hear? Go away? Emilia? Emilia?”
Emilia appeared in the doorway.
“What is it?” she asked impassively.
“Take this silly dog outside and don’t let her in again until she’s
tired herself out.”
“But she’s just a puppy, and it’s so hot outside,” Emilia protested.
“Don’t you speak back to me, young lady,” Helena snapped, leaping up.
The young spaniel instinctively picked up on the hostility and
backed hastily away, knocking a new table lamp to the floor, smashing the white glass shade and spilling colza oil on the carpet. Helena’s shriek of fury drove the dog and Emilia from the room.
“It’s ruined,” she sobbed. “My lovely new carpet, it’s ruined, and
it’s all that stupid dog’s fault.”
Not wanting the poor innocent puppy to befall some awful fate,
Emilia ventured tentatively back inside.
“It’s not ruined,” she said, trying to sound calm. “It’s just one
spot really. If you put a rug over it no one will ever know it is there.”
“I don’t want a rug there, you stupid child,” the stepmother shot
back childishly. “It would throw the entire room off balance. I shall
have to have a new carpet.”
“That’s not necessary you know,” Emilia retorted, sounding maddeningly reasonable to Helena.
“Nobody asked for your opinion, you little beast.”
“I don’t think papa would like to hear you speak like that.”
“Your father cannot hear me.”
“Perhaps not, but God can.”
To Emilia’s surprise this actually prompted Helena to laugh.
“God has better things to do than eavesdrop on the faithful,” she
asserted confidently. “Think of all the really wicked people in the
world, all the murderers, the harlots and the heathens…”
The conversation then somehow drifted off into a haze of innocuous platitudes as if in an attempt to disarm Emilia from any full
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frontal assault she may launch into in order to regain her father’s
favour over his new bride. That would never do. Helena was queen
of this castle and that was the way it would remain. It was, after all,
the natural order of things… for the wife of the king to be the
queen without any little princesses getting in the way. She knew
there was one thing she needed to do above all else to solidify her
position. She had to give her husband the one thing his former
perfect wife had not been able to produce… a son and heir. Nine
months later he was produced.

Buy the B&N ePub version at:http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/the-other-side-of-the-mead
ow-mira-stanislawska/1114308854?ean=2940016558684

Buy the Kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/The-Other-Side-Meadow-ebook/dp/
B00CXAPWMQ/

