
The Apple by Elisabeth Kyle 

     Not since the war began had a train passed through this small station on the frontier line 
between Hungary and what was once Polish Ruthenia.  The train had taken long to arrive, for a 
snow plough had first to pass down the line.  The foothills of the Carpathians were deep in snow.  
The passengers on the train, who were mostly soldiers of Russian officials, traveling to take up 
their new duties, gazed out of the windows with monotonous interest.  When the train stopped at 
least, they stretched themselves, cursing and grumbling at having to leave even the rickety 
shelter of the carriages for the piercing cold outside, and make for the waiting room. 

     It was a mere shed through whose cracks the air crept icily, and the snow falling outside 
congealed and trickled onto the clothes of the people who sat around the three sides of it.  In the 
middle of the room an oil stove gave out a little warmth.  Those fortunate enough to have some 
food still left, of the supplies brought with them began to eat.  The others continued to sit staring 
at the stove and waiting till the train which had brought them should be shunted out of the way to 
make room for that which would take them over the frontier into Hungary, or eastward again 
towards Lwow. 

     Among the former passengers was a woman, the widow of a Hungarian commercial traveler, 
who had been trapped with her husband and children in Poland at the beginning of the war.  
They had been visiting some Polish relatives while he went on to Warsaw, where he was killed 
by a stray bullet.  Her Hungarian passport had permitted her to retrace her steps, at length and by 
devious ways.  The names of her four children were inscribed on it as well, for all were under 
age.  They played cheerfully enough about the stove, knocking each other about, and keeping so 
constantly on the move that, as one passenger grumbled, they appeared to be twice the number. 

     Suddenly the wooden door of the shed was pushed open, and another woman entered, timidly 
this time.  She was a Pole, and she led by the hand a little boy so this that the bones seemed to be 
starting out of his face.  In the half-darkness of the shed, her entry was scarcely noticed, save by 
those who were near enough the door to feel the draft as it opened and shut.  She cast on quick 
glance round, then slipped into the empty space beside the Hungarian woman, who, struck with 
pity for their half-starved looks, extended one end of her traveling rug towards them, with a few 
words of greeting in broken Polish.  The woman answered in a husky whisper, easily drowned by 
the noise the playing children made about the stove.  Her boy stared at them, his peaked face just 
visible above the folds of the traveling rug. 

     Again the door swung gustily open.  “Passengers for Lwow,” called out the station master, 
and half the occupants of the waiting room got up and stamped out noisily.  But even now the 
little cramped room seemed as full as ever, for the children played and jumped wildly about from 
the empty spaces on the bench to the floor again; and still the Polish child watched them, wide-
eyed, with a thin flicker of a smile on his face, while his mother and the other woman went on 
whispering softly. 



     At last he felt the warm rug twitched from him, while, at the same time, to distract his 
attention, the strange woman held up an apple before his eyes.  He swallowed hungrily, eyeing it.  
“This apple is yours,” whispered the Hungarian, “if you will first play a little with my children.  
Run and jump with them a little, as they do.  Do everything they do; and presently, when I tell 
you, though not before, you may eat the apple, and a piece of bread as well.” 

     The boy looked up at his mother, who nodded and pushed him gently off the bench.  He took 
a few hesitating steps toward the stove and was immediately cannoned into by one of the 
children, who rolled him to the floor.  Presently all the children were mixed up, and, to escape 
them, he had to spring onto the opposite bench, only to be chased from it with shouts of laughter 
by the little Hungarians, who now, in a moment, seemed to have accepted him as one of 
themselves.  When the passport officer came into the shed a few seconds later, it was already so 
dark that he had to scrutinize the papers of the Hungarian passengers by the light of the lantern 
he had at his belt.  One only, the commercial traveler’s widow, had a row of children’s name 
written down under her own.  He cast a hasty glance at the knot of children struggling on the 
floor, stamped the passport, handed it back to her, and then held out his hand toward the Polish 
woman. 

     But she shrank from him, almost as though she expected a blow already.  “Forgive me, Pani,” 
she said, “but I only came to this shed for a little warmth.  I live down in the village…” 

     “Out of it, then, quickly.”  He took her by the shoulder and pushed her toward the door.  “This 
shed is for passengers only.  You had no right to be there.”  The he turned toward the remaining 
figures, huddled half-asleep about the room.  “All aboard for Miskole!”  he cried, waving his 
lantern. 

     The Polish boy remembered his apple.  He ran across toward the Hungarian woman and asked 
for it.  But she only smiled and drew him with her toward the door.  “The game goes on in the 
train,” she whispered.  “In the train I will give you your apple.”  He looked around for his 
mother, but again she reassured him.  “She has gone on ahead.  You will see her again after you 
are in the train.” 

     The carriages were half empty, for few had permits to cross the frontier.  All the chidren took 
possession of one, while the mother settled herself in a corner and unpacked some food.  This 
made her think of the extra mouth to feed once they got to Budapest, but then she thought, too, of 
the winter settling down on these barren hills, and the half-famished village populace, and the 
determination of that other mother rather to part with her son than to see him starve… 

     He was halfway through his apple already.  As they passed over the bridge, he was far too 
busy to see or wave to the other woman who stood there, staring after the train. 

   



Notes:  The whole affair takes place in an interval between train departures from a drab 
little station near the frontier.  “The Apple” is a story of sacrifices made for a child, but it is 
something more.  It is, among other things, an account of a conspiracy entered into by two 
women.  Is there evidence that they had previously met?  How do they manage their affair?  
What has the apple to do with it?   


