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. . . all the nights since you left
are snarled like the yarn of an old sweater
in which wild cats have nested.
You come here like a stranger,
but this is your family home.
— Adam Zagajewski

PART ONE

Ania watches the boy run toward her. In his hands he holds a box
big enough for a pair of shoes. It is the Czaykowski boy, isn’t it?
She grew up with his mother, and their mothers were children together in wartime. But maybe this is another child. They all look
the same now, with their buzz cuts, their summer shorts and Tshirts with American slogans. The boy’s reads: Madonna World
Tour.
He stands in front of her, saying something about a hole he
dug in the back field.
“Calmly,” she tells him. “Let me see what you have.”
They sit at the corner of the square, on the stoop of a house
a few doors from Ania’s mother’s. The boy hands her the box.
As she looks through its contents, he tells her his story in a high
breathless voice.
The family cat, he says, died on Tuesday. His mother wanted
him to take care of it, to get it out of their yard. She always said
it was dirty.
“But the cat never went anywhere but the woods. It’s clean in
the woods, isn’t it?”
“It is,” Ania says. “As clean as can be.”
The cat—the boy says this with the greatest seriousness—was
the cleanest animal he knew. It was cleaner than most people. It
cleaned itself with care and regularity. Its name should have been
Mr. Clean. But it was called Jósek. An unusual name for a country
cat, whose counterparts might simply be called kot.
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“For Piłsudski? Like this square?”
“No.” The boy does not think it was named for the square.
Why would they name the cat after this lousy square? He’s heard
of Piłsudski but he forgets. Was he president? Or a soccer player?
Ania smiles. Sometimes a child’s ignorance is a pleasant and
freeing thing. She rests the box on her knees, and he rattles on
with his story.
At first, he thought he would take the cat to the far corner of
their property, over near the big willow tree. Does she know it?
He points, past the rooftops, beyond the church, at the summer
sky. In order to make things easy, she nods.
But then he remembers something he’d heard about the cat.
“It’s a rumour. My father used to joke that the cat was Jewish.”
“What can this mean?” Ania asks. “People can be Jewish. The
building across the square from the church was Jewish once. Possibly it still is. But how can a cat be Jewish?”
The boy shakes his head. He never really understood. And he
was afraid to ask. They’d been given their cat by the Grabowskis,
after theirs had kittens.
“When Jósek died I wanted to bury him in the Jewish cemetery. But I was always told not to go to that place.”
This takes Ania by surprise. She knows where the Jewish cemetery was in the village, before the war, because her parents owned
land next to it. Old-timers know, because once they watched as
the village’s Jews made their way there along the back roads. But
each year this contingent of old-timers is fewer in number. And
the cemetery grounds are nothing more than an open field where
gravestones once stood. Someone has been telling him ghost stories.
“It’s over there,” the boy says. Again, a finger to the horizon.
“Where Shnigorsky keeps his cows.”
Ania nods. Her mother used to point out the cemetery site
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when they went to visit their property at the edge of the village.
After Ania’s father died, her mother had refused offers to buy the
land. Some were miserly, but in one case the money would have
been a windfall. It was a few years after the fall of Communism.
A speculator came from Warsaw in a BMW the size of a tank. He
parked in the square and marched up to their door. In his jacket
pocket he carried payment in cash, as if this guaranteed compliance from yokels. Now there were rumours that a Jewish organization in Warsaw wanted to recover the cemetery land for the
gemina, the overall Jewish community in the city. But these discussions had stalled, and her mother was glad. She followed developments in the news. Her land alongside the cemetery grounds was
a wide sweep of fields to the south of the village. Ania’s mother
walked there to pick wildflowers and roots, which she put in teas
and homemade medicines. What, she asked Ania, would Warsaw
people want with our village land? Who would build, or, even
stranger, buy a new house on the outskirts of Radzanów?
On this topic Ania knew her mother was not as up-to-date as
she believed herself to be. Radzanów was an hour by car northwest of Warsaw on a good highway. Contractors were putting up
modern villas for professional families who were willing to commute to the city in exchange for some peace in the countryside.
In addition to the fields on the village outskirts, her mother
hangs on to another bit of property. A house on the village square
that has been derelict since the war. She’d put up a few zloty for
it when abandoned properties came available. Behind it there are
stables and a brick farm building. Ania passes the house each time
she visits Radzanów, alighting from the Młlawa bus.
She last visited her mother’s fields during the Potato Festival. Everyone was at church bringing offerings to the altar. She
walked by herself to the cemetery’s edge and sat on a big stone on
the Jewish ground and breathed in air that she felt was hers alone.
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As if she were the last person in the village. When she got up to
go, she felt something inside, which she couldn’t describe, least of
all to a child.
The boy describes how he visited the cemetery grounds at
night. He snuck out of his house through the bedroom window.
He carried the cat in a satchel he used for school.
“I was scared,” he tells her. “I’d never gone on the Shnigorsky
land, even in the daytime.”
Old Shnigorsky, some eighty years old, was still tough, Ania
knew, his bald head like a cannonball.
“And there was no moon that night, so it was awfully dark.
Like the basement. The countryside at night was as dark as my
parents’ basement.”
“I would be scared too,” she tells him.
He nods. She understands him. He has brought his story to the
right person.
He brought a shovel and a piece of paper with a prayer written
on it. He had asked his mother what people said at burials. He understood a bit of what she told him, which he’d scribbled in pencil
and slipped into the satchel with Jósek. Even if it was Christian
stuff, he hoped that saying it in the Jewish cemetery made it all
right. He set the bag near the old tree where Shnigorsky sometimes tied his favourite cow. The one with the white and black
markings. Did she know that tree?
She thought she did. The crippled one, like an old man.
“Yes,” the boy says. “That one. I put Jósek there. And I began
to dig behind the tree, out of sight. There are a lot of stones in our
ground. It was hard work. Did you know that when a shovel hits
a stone in the night there is a spark of light?”
She did not know about stones and sparks.
This raises the boy’s spirits. He has told her something she did
not know.
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“I dug,” he says, “for what seemed like forever. This deep.”
He holds his arms wide. “Sparks popped like fireworks.”
When he thought the hole was deep enough to prevent it being dug up by raccoons, he put Jósek by the edge of the hole, to
say the prayer before he lowered him in. It was then that he noticed that his digging had uncovered something. Not just stones.
“This?” Ania lifts the box from her dark-stockinged knees.
They look at it together. It is made of yellow wood and is very
light to hold.
He nods.
“Did you show this to anyone else?”
The boy shakes his head.
Could she keep it for a few days? To look carefully at what
was inside.
He nods, enthusiastic. He is anxious for someone to take his
discovery off his hands.
“When would you like it back?”
The boy shrugs. Time means nothing to him. Days. Weeks.
Whatever. He is going to live forever.
Ania smiles and wraps her long, manicured fingers around the
box and bends forward to kiss the boy, lightly, on his forehead. A
kind of christening. He must think of her as a person of impressive authority, not just a thirty-something ex-villager who has
remade herself in Warsaw. Because of her link with her mother, who is a person to contend with in the village, Ania must be
someone who can solve mysteries.
The kiss makes him smile and stand up tall. Off he runs, free of
his weird find. It is in her hands now. And he’s been kissed by Pani
Ania, who went away to another life in Warsaw.
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A Calling Card

Nadia is heading east. Jess is behind her, his jacket flapping. But as
they hurtle around the bridge skirting the port, he flies past and
disappears into the dark. This route was once entirely suited to
commerce—trucks and trains and workers on the port elevators.
But it’s been retooled as part of the cycling lanes from Vancouver’s east side into downtown. Nadia’s heart is in her mouth. She
doesn’t own a bike. She prefers to feel the ground under her feet.
But somehow Jess coaxed her into a nighttime ride. He has something to show her. This is what he said over the phone. And now
she feels she is risking her life trying to keep up with him to find
out what it is.
After a long tunnel under the convention centre—air vents
that look like jet engines whir high above their heads—they stop
by the water, at one of the city’s remarkable seawall views. This
one looks out across Coal Harbour at Stanley Park. As Nadia
straddles her borrowed bike, winded, she watches little waves carry the moonlight across to the park. It is oddly quiet at the edge
of the country’s busiest port. But it’s late, almost midnight. The
lights are out in the bank of sky-high condo towers behind them.
The rumour is nobody lives there. They are said to be among the
favoured real estate investments for offshore money.
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In the dark, she can just make out the seaport where planes and
helicopters land. She sniffs and catches a hint—the idea shocks
her—of the past. Not a memory of the past. The thing itself.
Those long-ago days reared up before her: when she’d lived nearby, in her aimless twenties, a punk extremist for whom everything was about the here and now, the next twenty-four hours,
the next—as her friends used to say—fucking five minutes. It was
the moistness in the air, and the calm hovering over everything.
There they were, those days, lingering above the water. She tries
to explain how she feels to Jess. But it’s pointless. He gives her a
peculiar look and giggles. Giggles. It is the most discomfiting response imaginable to her effort to unburden herself there in view
of the dark water. But it is exactly what she should have expected
from him. What had he been to her? A would-be boyfriend? She
is about to throw the bike down. Tell him he can return it. And
to never call again. But before she can do this he reaches into his
pocket and says, “Here.”
He holds a business card. She considers not even looking at
it. Pocketing it. She’ll throw it away later. But he says, “There’s
something at my work you’ll want to see. Connected with you.
Nadia.” He looks away as he says her name and breathes in as if
to try to make up for laughing at her response to the drowsy port
air. She moves into the amber glow of a streetlight to see, first one
side and then the other:
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It is obviously old. Its edges are furry with wear. The giveaway is
the telephone number cued by a word: “Marine 3647.” Did that
take it as far back as the fifties? The name on the card is not hers
but very like her own: she is Nadia Baltzan. Something is lurking,
but she has no idea what it could be.
Nadia feels winded. First by the bike ride, its speed and views
and the familiar shock of how exhilarating the city is at night.
The view of the single remaining boat gas station, throwing its
ribbons of Shell yellow onto the water. Then the gloved hand of
the past in her gut. What is she supposed to say?
“Come down and see,” Jess says. He hops on his bike and
leaves her there with the rented bike, which he’d rolled up to her
at the corner of Robson and Davie, saying, “Get on, Nadia. Let’s
go for a ride.”
She has no desire to ride it another inch. The nearest object
she can lean it against is a monument, to the side of the bike path,
telling passersby of Canada’s rejection of a ship full of Sikhs a
hundred years before. Its photo of rejected people gazes into the
dark, quizzing her, a tableau of ghosts in their buttoned suit jackets and white turbans.
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