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A French voice, fresh and inventive, the kind of voice you wish  
you could hear more frequently.

The universal appeal of the theme of the father-son relationship  
and of the figure of the sports medallist.

A quest for the father, beginning in France and continuing in Poland,  
the United States and Israel.
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His first contact with the pole was hardly a revelation. What was he supposed 
to do with this thing that stood almost three times higher than he did? After 
several weeks practising in the sand pit without major incident, he decided to 
confront the issue head-on. His run-ups were gauche, his positioning of the 
pole inexact, his attempts at lifting his body risky. Kazimierz the kamikaze. 
Aleksander showed him how to place his hands and thrust his shoulders for-
ward to avoid falling backwards. He told him how to lift his pelvis and when to 
make the leap. If Aleksander accepted his presence and was unstinting in giving 
advice (‘don’t forget, it’s always you that makes the bar bend’), it was mainly 
in order to please his niece. And if it happened that thanks to a winter whim 
Irena wanted to abandon pole-vaulting for hockey, Kaz was still game once 
more to bite the ice. He would, however, also learn to flirt with those inverted 
precipices, those summits.

After training sessions, Kazimierz and Irena became ordinary kids again, and 
choosing narrow lanes rather than main streets, lost themselves deliberately 
in the town. In spite of the pitiless cold, she accompanied him almost to his 
house, and he walked her back almost to hers, talking about what they’d got 
up to during the day. Kazimierz got better and better from one session to the 
next, to such an extent that Aleksander, impressed by his keenness, viewed 
him in a different light. Irena was half a head taller and used a pole some five 
inches longer, but in their world of shared values and competitiveness, it mat-
tered little if she was first and he second. He imagined the scene later on: the 

As he looks forward to becoming a father 
himself, Ewad Kubicz, a thirty-one-year-old 
Parisian photographer, learns of the death of his 
own father, from whom he has been estranged 
for fifteen years.

Kazimierz Kubicz, former pole-vaulting 
champion, had many times reinvented himself, 
moving from his native Poland to the United 
States, without ever settling anywhere: 
a national hero later seen as a traitor to his 

country, an unfaithful husband, a disloyal 
father, a capricious seducer, and a man who 
remained an enigma to his son.

When Kazimierz’s death is announced, his 
son refuses to believe it. It opens up old wounds 
and drives Ewad to go in search of him and 
to look up the women in his father’s life. The 
search for the father becomes a personal quest: 
how far can one forgive those loved ones who 
have betrayed you? 
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pride of a whole people, the national anthem playing and flags waving, the two 
of them choking back the tears, standing to great applause side by side on the 
podium at the awards ceremony, with all the spectators in the stadium leaping 
to their feet. As for Irena, she dreamt of certificates and medals gracing their 
house deep in the country, and of hordes of kids milling round.

One Monday Irena had a slight headache and he hastened to pay her a visit. It 
was the first time he’d been invited indoors. In the kitchen they ate star-shaped 
cinnamon cakes. Kaz’s gaze kept drifting back to the legs of Irena’s mother, 
Jolanta. In the house classical music was playing. Sitting facing Irena on the 
floor in her bedroom, he repeated word for word Aleksander’s encouraging 
remarks. With her face close to his she listened with rapt attention. He had 
considerable potential. If he carried on training hard, he could go far. Destiny 
beckoned. They closed the door. Irena placed her lips on his and Kaz’s heart 
began beating fit to burst. The air was suddenly filled with pulsating atoms. It 
was perhaps the effect of light or just the projection of his own feelings, but 
even the elegant Wolfgang Nordwig, the East German pole-vaulting legend 
whose giant poster hung on the wall above Irena’s bed, was pale with envy. 
Even though he’d been crowned European champion in Athens the previous 
summer, with a bar set at 5.3 metres, he could do nothing to halt Kazimierz’s 
conquest of Irena’s heart. It was their first kiss. At first, just on the lips, and 
then, to the accompaniment of heavy breathing, there followed very quickly the 
tongue’s tentative exploration of the palate. Rare oxygen. “Don’t forget you’ve 
got homework to do” Jolanta said, pretending not to have noticed anything 
when she entered the room without knocking. Kaz went as red as a beetroot. 
Yes, he would return—he said to himself on the way home—his head full of 
stars that bathed the hostile structures of the railway station with a dappled 
light. He would be counting the days until he could see her again, at training 
the following Monday. He would stick it out, only seven days to go.

Kazimierz was not only perfecting his jumps, he was making progress in the 
art of kissing, and his hands were now exploring what lay under her sweater. 
As he embraced Irena he felt a current running from head to toe. Sometimes 
he would close his eyes and think of Jolanta. He dreamt of finding himself 
in bed between mother and daughter, even if he didn’t know what he’d do if 
that were to happen. The thrill he felt on leaping over the bar was, however, 
more intense. Jubilation when the pole responded, lifting him to ever greater 
heights. He doubled the training sessions, then tripled them. He became the 
best in the group, and requested private lessons. The eyes of his coach shone 
when he spoke of him. While Kazimierz’s father still lived in fear of a broken 
neck, of damaged vertebrae, of years spent in a wheelchair, Brygida was starting 
to reconsider his potential and regain hope. She gave him his first carbon-fibre 
pole. It could just about fit into his room.



75

Patrick-Olivier Meyer

Muscle and Flesh

Feeling neglected, Irena developed an unusual kind of jealousy, not vis-à-vis 
other girls, but vis-à-vis the pole. It was unwieldy, it got between them, it took 
up too much space, it occupied all of Kazimierz’s thoughts, it was the sole 
object of his desires, the source of all his sorrows. The thing that had brought 
them together in the early days was now gradually driving them apart. Irena 
was kicking herself: it was she after all who had introduced them to each other, 
so she had only herself to blame. But how could she have guessed? It was like 
inviting a plain, lanky, gangling, stiff-legged beanpole of a girl to your first 
party. Except that the giantess played on an air of mystery, showed an attitude 
of defiance, dazzled people with her wit, looked the boys haughtily up and 
down, threw out challenges, veiled appeals at first, then acts of pure bravado. 
Arrogant, intimidating. A rival whom one could only curse. Or grovel to.

As is often the case with those who enjoy a startling debut, Kazimierz soon 
came up against his own limitations. He had struggled with fatigue and bad 
weather, he had kept fit throughout his journey. ‘If you manage to leap over 
that bar, you will be champion of Poland. Champion of Poland if you leap over 
that bar’, he kept repeating to himself. But there was nothing to be done: he was 
stuck at 3.2 metres. It had been like that since the beginning of the year. 1971 
refused to smile on him, the path to sporting glory was blocked, all because 
his twist lacked dynamism. Aleksander urged him to be patient. ‘You won’t get 
the bolt to shift just by banging on the lock. You have to turn slowly, methodi-
cally.’ Bolts be damned. If he was going to win gold at the Olympics, he hadn’t a 
moment to lose. When he went back to the changing room he hurled his train-
ers against the wall. Everybody fell silent except for two boys.

‘So, Kaz, problems at take off? Arse stuck to the grass?’
‘Light as you are, you should be nudging the stratosphere’.
The other laughed like a drain.
‘You can climb on my shoulders. Otherwise, I think my grandfather’s still 

got his stilts.’
‘He’d better not climb too high, else there’s a risk we won’t be able to see 

him any more.’
Kazimierz got up, went towards the smart-arses, grabbed the bigger of the 

two, and executed a furious maïte tsuki, a memory from judo. The boy’s head 
banged against the metal locker and his broken nose spurted blood. No one 
could take the mickey out of Kazimierz Kubicz and hope to get away with it.

Irena took stock each day of her disappointment and of the centimetres that 
separated them. Her heart was no longer in jumping. One Thursday he refused 
her invitation to go to the pictures, preferring to refine his technique in the sta-
dium, the laboratory for his future exploits, so she went to wait for him outside, 
wrapped in her scarf, the warm air coming out of her mouth like the smoke of 
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a cigarette which she’d soon be smoking, the first, a passport to adolescence, 
at the point where their paths were diverging.

‘Put your sweater on, you’ll catch cold.’
‘I’ve got the bolt to shift’, he said with a broad grin.
‘You’re the most gifted boy I’ve ever seen, I’m sure you’ll go far.’
She banged her gloves together to keep warm and to bolster her spirits. 

There was a melancholy note in her voice.
‘We could go out at least one night during the week. You choose the day. We 

could go for a walk, go bowling … I was your first supporter, you know.’
The snowflakes were falling in slow motion but everything was accelerat-

ing in his head. The fire was burning in his veins; on the inside Kazimierz was 
alight. Fever, a temperature shock, his scalding sweat. With her eyes fixed on 
his, Irena hoped for a crumb of comfort. Kaz’s words bumped into each other 
on his lips: ‘ Cos don’t get this wrong, I’m very keen on you, it’s just that from 
now on, I can’t help it, what I want isn’t to go further, it’s to go higher, you see, 
ever higher, one notch more’


