
[image: Palaces of the Crow by Ray Nayler. On a purple background is a large tree in a woodcut style. It bears no leaves, instead black crow feathers, some of which float to the ground. The title, in yellow, is central and the branches weave in and out of letters. A shoutline at the top reads: ‘From the award-winning author of The Mountain in the Sea’. The author#8217;s name sits at the bottom.]


For Anya and Lydia


PALACES
OF THE
CROW

RAY NAYLER


[image: Weidenfeld & Nicolson publisher logo]

CONTENTS

Dedication

Title Page

Epigraph


ONE Zoological Philosophy

1 NERIYA

2 CZESŁAW

3 NERIYA

4 CZESŁAW

5 KEZIA

6 NERIYA


TWO The Origin of Species

7 NERIYA

8 CZESŁAW

9 KEZIA

10 NERIYA

11 CZESŁAW

12 KEZIA


THREE The Descent of Man

13 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

14 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

15 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

16 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

17 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

18 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

19 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

20 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA


FOUR Mutual Aid

21 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

22 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

23 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

24 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

25 NERIYA ABRAMOVNA KANTOROVA

26 KEZIA

27 NERIYA

28 KEZIA


Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Ray Nayler

Copyright


Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly follows. There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.

—Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species

The war of each against all is not the law of nature. Mutual aid is as much a law of nature as mutual struggle.

—Pyotr Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution


ONE

Zoological Philosophy

We become real only at the moment of our ruin. Our shtetl takes form at dusk, as the Cossacks ride into its outskirts.

We become solid as the shutters slam, as our shaking hands extinguish candles and the pogrom begins.

All between is shadow. The silversmith taps at his mold, a sound as spectral as the finger of a séance ghost behind a wall. Grain is bought and sold by spirits. Tinsmiths guide their shears through metal as frail as cobwebs.

From Tu B’Shevat through Yom Kippur and Hanukkah the holidays cycle, year after orbiting, insubstantial year. A dream of home and safety.

We wake to reality and the reek of fire.

—from The Autobiography of a Burned Village (found manuscript, author unknown)
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NERIYA

June 1941

Buster stood at the open gate, his head cocked, watching Neriya with a black and glossy eye.

He was waiting for her to follow. He turned and walked several steps, then stopped and looked over his shoulder at her again.

Neriya hesitated.

Buster walked back to the gate and cawed. It was a loud caw, his whole body bent over, his throat and head spiked with ruffled feathers.

“All right, all right.” Neriya went to the gate.

Buster began walking along the road that curved away from the shtetl and through the fields.

Neriya glanced back at her quiet house, the dark windows with her parents asleep behind them. The morning dew was still on everything, the wood of the fence and the gate wet with it.

Later, Neriya would remember every detail of that humble, mended gate. The way it sagged on its hinges, dragging in the dirt so that it had to be lifted a bit and set on its old latch. How many times her father had fixed that latch. How he nailed it back into place after it worked loose. How he finally wrapped it with wire in a failed attempt to hold it in place …

Neriya’s mother loved to say that, for a man so good at fixing people, Neriya’s father was terrible at fixing things.

But it was a back gate, her father had always replied. The family gate, leading through the rear yard and into the kitchen. It didn’t need to be fancy.

Buster cawed at her again, so loudly he might wake her parents.

“Shh. Okay. I’m coming.” Neriya closed the gate carefully behind her.

Buster was a large, handsome hooded crow. When he visited Neriya in her yard he strutted around, looking under the old table and the benches, accepting her gifts of walnuts and other treats. He always hopped up on the table to pace back and forth in front of her, demonstrating what a good-looking bird he was, black wings folded over his pearl-gray back, his black tail swishing from side to side like the coattails of a Vilnius gentleman with arms folded behind him, out for a stroll in his new frock coat.

Neriya had named him Buster in honor of Buster Keaton. During her summers in the shtetl, the movie theaters of Vilnius were what she missed most. But one summer, a traveling movie company had visited. They set up a rattling projector in the shtetl’s meeting hall and showed old silent films projected on a sheet, the image juddering as a woman in a leather jacket and beret, a cigarette in her mouth, banged away at the old town piano, an instrument never played for comedy before—at least, not intentionally. They showed The General, Steamboat Bill, Jr., The Navigator.

Buster Keaton’s serious, impenetrable dignity in the face of everything had reminded Neriya immediately of the cleverest of all the crows who visited her. Of the dignity in his swaying little gentleman’s walk.

Buster never lost that dignity, even when he played games with her, or solved the little puzzles she built for him. He never got frustrated: he just cocked his head, contemplating, until he understood what to do next.

Now the bird flew twenty meters or so, landed, and looked back at Neriya again.

She, in turn, looked at the shtetl where her family spent their summers. At its crooked roofs wet and glistening in the early morning.

In front of the house that the communists had commandeered from the former village head, the red flag of the Soviet Union hung limp in the still air.

The communists had turned the house into what they called a “library.” Her father called it (but only in the privacy of their own kitchen) the “nonsense house.”

The village head they had taken the house from was gone. Some said that he had fled into the forest. Others, that he was in prison somewhere in Russia.

Once, Neriya had passed a group of men talking on the corner and heard one of them whisper that he had been shot.

This year, when Neriya’s family had arrived in the shtetl, it had been filled with new people. Many people had fled the Bolsheviks. They were replaced by people who, even if they spoke Yiddish, were not the same. People who spoke of collectivization of labor. Who spoke of “kulaks”—mythical rich peasants who gobbled up the resources of shtetl and farm for themselves, leaving nothing for the poor.

The new people hung Stalin’s mustached face everywhere, like an Orthodox icon and just as unwelcome.

They claimed they were bringing liberation, but Neriya’s father crossed the street when he saw them coming.

“If you think you can trust the Russians,” he said, brooding over his tea one evening with her mother in the kitchen, “just ask anyone who had to live under them. My father knew the Russians. He was educated in Moscow. Nobody spoke Russian better than him. But he joined the Lithuanians and Germans to help push them out after the Great War. Anything to save us from returning to Russian rule. And now they walk in and take over, just like that. Call them communists or Bolsheviks or Soviets or anything you like. They are Russians, and we have known them for a long time.”

But now, just one summer after they had come, the Bolsheviks were on the run. Now it was the Germans who were coming. They were already across the border. In a few weeks, at most, they would be here. There were worries about that too.

Here and there in the shtetl, a chimney released a vertical streak of soot, dividing the endless sky. Later Neriya would remember that as well: The still threads of smoke that rose into the air. Breakfast being cooked. Bread being baked. The quiet, almost invisible life of early morning.

With all its worries, old and new, the town still felt whole. Her father had his practice, in the room that had once been the family parlor, its walls painted white, the inherited china cupboard repurposed as a medical cabinet.

In the evenings, while Neriya listened and pretended to read, her father and mother talked through medical cases, drifting between Yiddish and the Königsberg-inflected German Neriya’s mother had grown up speaking. Her father’s German was halting, dotted with Yiddishisms. He had learned it as a quota student at the medical school in Warsaw—German was the only way, he said, to read the best medical texts.

These evening discussions of goiters, abscesses, fractures, arrhythmias, and sepsis were, besides Neriya’s time with her crows in the morning, some of her only entertainment here.

In the summer, Neriya missed Vilnius. She missed the cold stone city, heavy with age, full of wonders. She missed the movie theaters with the newest films. She missed huddling down in that velvet dark.

She even missed school, and the meager warmth of the classroom’s coal stove.

But leaving for the village in the early summer, she was excited to see her crows. She was excited for the walks in the fields, and grateful to finally be out of the oppressive classroom and away from uniforms, starch, chalk, the rest of it.

In the city, she longed for the shtetl, and in the shtetl, she was homesick for Vilnius.

“Always where she is not,” her mother would say.

“Like a young woman I once knew,” her father would reply.

Buster cawed again, so loudly she was afraid everyone in the shtetl would wake up.

“Okay, okay. I’m coming.”

She quickened her step.

After the war, some returned home to the shtetlach to make revolution. To destroy the old world and clear a way for the new.

I came here searching for the past. For Judith’s chestnut-colored eyes. For my bubbeh and zaydeh, if they could take me in and cook me a meal that healed me.

But Judith died of a fever—the same fever that took my bubbeh away. And my zaydeh no longer knew me.

—from The Autobiography of a Burned Village
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CZESŁAW

June 1941

The man writhed on the ground. His pistol was in the grass. His hands were smeared with his own blood, and blood was spattered across his pallid face. He clawed at his chest, searching for the hole Czesław had put in him.

“What have you done?” Andrei screamed at Czesław.

“He was going to kill us!” Czesław screamed back.

Andrei was the only other person in Czesław’s unit who was still alive.

The rest were dead. Or scattered.

Maybe all of them were dead.

There was another man with them. Kolya, a tankíst from another unit.

Kolya was deaf. Dried blood streaked down from his ears to his collar. Andrei and Czesław had found him lying in a ditch, unarmed, clutching at his charred cloth helmet, rocking back and forth and screaming.

They had dragged Kolya with them as they fled. They had asked him several times what formation he was with, but all he could do was point at himself and yell, “Kolya!”

“He was going to kill us,” Czesław repeated.

They had been running when this man, this Bolshevik politruk whose own unit must have been destroyed, burst out from behind a smashed staff car, waving the pistol and screaming, “No retreat! We have orders! We will hold this position to the last man!”

“Our unit is gone!” Czesław had screamed back at him. “Our unit is gone, and we are surrounded! We need to break out of this pocket, any of us who are still alive, and find the new front line. We need to regroup!”

“You are trying to surrender to the enemy!”

“The Germans are killing men who surrender! We are trying to break out of encirclement! We need to form a new line of defense!”

“We have orders! We will hold this position to the last man!” the politruk screamed, in exactly the same tone as before.

He has a recording inside him. If you opened his head you would see it, the tape going from one reel to the other.

Dead men were scattered all around the smashed staff car the politruk had been hiding behind. The parts of dead men. A headless torso in its finest parade uniform lay in the middle of the road.

Something had come loose in the politruk’s mind. And Czesław knew how dangerous these Bolshevik enforcers were. How many men they had shot in Finland when they were trying to retreat, regroup.

He tried to speak calmly to the politruk. “Comrade, the men who gave those orders are all dead or captured. The ones who are captured are probably dead as well. We saw the Germans shooting a line of prisoners just up the road.”

“I saw this as well,” said Andrei to the politruk.

That was when the politruk swung his pistol toward Andrei.

And that was when Czesław shot the man.

Now the politruk lay on the ground, tearing at his uniform to find the hole in his chest, bright blood pouring from his mouth in the morning light.

“He was going to kill you!” Czesław said to Andrei.

“He was just frightened! What you’ve done is treason!”

“He was going to kill you!” Czesław repeated. “I saved your life!”

Andrei began to turn toward Czesław, raising his rifle.

Kolya dropped to his knees on the ground, scrambling for the politruk’s pistol.

Czesław ran. He ran for a line of trees, expecting at any moment the bullet’s impact in his back, knocking him flat before he even heard it, laying his body out in the summer grass.

He ran with all he could muster, the rifle in his hands, his pack clanking, the shuddering line of trees growing closer.

He imagined the bullet hitting him. He imagined himself falling and lying there. Turning over with his face to the sun and lying there, and thinking, At least I am intact. A whole body. Not the thing so many of the others became. The shapeless, torn gore—the ripped and burned bodies of his unit, the pieces of them scattered in the grass, flung across the road, shapeless muck flopped over the lip of a ditch, meat with burning uniform lodged in it, smeared like a bloody rag across the door of an armored car.

He saw himself dying, but whole. His face intact, his limbs whole, dying in the sunshine. There was a triumph in that. In dying whole, at least.

Then he was in the trees. He skidded on leaves, fell to his knees.

He expected, when he turned, to see Kolya and Andrei still standing there, their guns aimed at him.

But their backs were to him. Their hands were over their heads.

Several German soldiers in feldgrau stood in a loose half circle around them.

One of the soldiers pointed a rifle at the politruk on the ground.

When Andrei raised a hand to stop him, the Germans shot Andrei. Then Kolya. Then the politruk.

When my parents left here and took me to the city, I was little more than a child. The shtetl seemed complete to me, tightly binding me within its reality.

It bound all of us then.

—from The Autobiography of a Burned Village
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NERIYA

June 1941

Later she would remember this exact moment. The forest beyond the town—the verge of trees so dark in the early morning it looked black. Turning and seeing, for the last time, the streaks the shtetl chimneys sketched on the sky. And that alien flag of scarlet hanging from the shuttered synagogue.

Looking at her family home with its carved and painted gables and windows, their house the farthest from the center, out where the edge of the inhabited world gave way to a ring of fields and then to the forest.

The roofs of the shtetl stacked in layers. The jutting, ornate brick chimney of the beit midrash at the center of it all, the whitewashed bell tower of the church where the goyim came to worship on Sundays.

Buster hopped back toward Neriya, looked up at her, cawed again, and flew a little farther up the road.

“And where are we going?”

At the edge of the forest, he settled on a low branch.

“In there?”

But then, why not? She had been to the forest for mushrooms and berries with her parents often. Not too deep in, but she knew the first half kilometer or so well enough.

Her parents would be unhappy about her going into the forest alone. If they found out. But they would never find out. It would be hours before they were up. It was Shabbat, and they had no patients.

Though her parents were not very observant, they kept the Sabbath as a day of rest. “One of God’s better ideas,” as her father put it. On the Sabbath, they only saw patients in emergencies.

The road skirted the trees, undulating past farther fields. A footpath branched off and led between the columns of the forest trunks.

The path here was wide, worn deep by woodcutters and foragers. It was cooler here, under the trees. Neriya wore her father’s quilted coat. The sleeves were rolled up and pinned, showing the purple lining her mother had sewn into the coat to make it warmer. Lately, the days were already hot. But the mornings were still cool, so she wore the coat during her “crow time” in the yard, early in the morning when the rest of the family slept. She was glad to be wearing it now. She tied the belt of the coat and buttoned it up to the collar.

Buster flew farther in. He stood on a stone where Neriya had once rested with her father and mother after gathering berries, and called to her.

She heard, deeper in the forest, other crows calling.

Answering Buster? The sound was faint. The forest was filled with the sounds of birds beginning their day of mating, foraging, nest repairs, territorial battles, caring for their young.

“Do you want to show me where you live, Buster? Since you’ve come to visit me so many times? What is crow hospitality like? Do you have tea and cookies?”

Buster flew still farther in.

For half an hour or more she followed him. The path forked several times, shrinking each time until it was nothing more than a narrow track lost in fallen needles.

It was damp here, and dark, and cold.

She began to feel afraid.

It had been fine at first, following Buster. He was a friend, after all.

Was that the right word for it? Friend?

It seemed right. He had begun visiting her when she was only seven years old. She trusted him.

And she trusted the other crows who came to her in the yard. Some would perch on the padded sleeves of her quilted jacket, their dangerous beaks close enough to her face to put out an eye if they had ever wanted to.

She had never feared them. Why would she? They came to her of their own accord. They had come since she was small. Since they had seemed huge, the size of storks. They chose to spend time with her.

She trusted all of them, but she trusted Buster most of all. Buster had come to her first, gobbling up a pile of shelled walnuts she had set out on the old table in the yard, then cawing and flying back into the forest.

That had gone on for most of the summer—she put the nuts out for Buster, and he took them. She watched him eat. Sometimes he stopped and watched her watching. Then he began to bring other crows along.

She had named each of them in turn. She had quickly learned to tell them apart, noting small differences in their plumage, the skin of their legs and feet, the shape of their beaks, their size and behavior. Until they were as easy to tell apart as people were. Or easier.

One day she came out to the yard and found a medal on the table. An old thing, smeared with dirt.

When she brought it to her father, he told her it was an Order of Saint Anna medal, 4th Class. A relic from the World War.

“It must be Buster who brought it. He must have stolen it,” Neriya said. “But whose can it be?”

“I do not think,” her father had answered, “that whoever once wore it needs it anymore.”

Neriya had stopped reading children’s books early. Instead, she began taking books from the small library of biology and medical texts her father kept in his study in Vilnius. Some were in Russian, and many were in German.

Her Polish and even her Russian were better than her German—she got more practice in them—but she had been tutored in German twice a week since she was five. At seven she read Darwin’s Über die Entstehung der Arten—On the Origin of Species, in its German translation by Bronn.

Much of that book had been over her head. There were so many unknown words and concepts. What she got out of it was little more than a sense of the vastness of life, a love for the study of animals.

But she memorized a passage from it so she could carry the words with her everywhere:

Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly follows. There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.

She had carried that memorized passage with her for years, like a song from the Torah or a passage of Goethe assigned by her German tutor. She had stumbled over the difficult words until she mastered them.

Endless forms most beautiful …

She snatched up new additions to her father’s library and read them before he did.

Her father accepted this with a smile. Over breakfast, she would summarize what she had read so far of the latest book she had pilfered from his library. He would listen, sipping his tea and pausing her stream of new knowledge once in a while to ask a clarifying question or to compare the book to something else he or they had read.

She read Kropotkin’s [image: Russian text] [image: Russian text]—Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution—and it briefly turned her into an anarchist as well as a naturalist.

Her father accepted her political conversion with a smile.

Her mother took part in these discussions as well, when she felt like it.

Her mother had wanted to be a scientist, even a doctor herself. But when her own father died, her family moved to Warsaw to live with distant cousins. Neriya’s grandmother worked as a clerk in a grocery store the cousins owned, in exchange for room and board. And Neriya’s mother eventually took a clerical job at the university. That was where Neriya’s parents had met.

This summer, Neriya was reading the recent Russian translation of Umwelt und Innenwelt der Tiere (The environment and inner world of animals), by Jakob von Uexküll, from her father’s library.

The slender book was now in the right patch pocket of the quilted coat. She had been intending to read it after her time with Buster. Often, after her crows flew away to go about their day, she sat and read at the table in the yard until she heard the clatter of dishes in the kitchen—the sound of coffee being prepared by her father.

When her father first saw her reading Umwelt und Innenwelt der Tiere, he said, “Ah yes, I bought that one on a recommendation from a friend, who knows the Russian translator. It is a private printing. A good translator. It will be excellent for your Russian vocabulary, I think. And it contains many fascinating ideas. The author is another German antisemite, and a Nazi. But his ideas are useful. Take the ideas, and throw the man away. These fools always forget that when they write books their ideas become available to everyone—even to the people they hate, and who may one day use those ideas against them.”

The medal of the Order of Saint Anna had been only the beginning of the crows’ gifts. Buster and the other crows brought Neriya many other things. They brought her coins, buckles, thread, hairpins, a silk flower she suspected might have been torn from a woman’s hat, a bit of lace …

She showed some of the gifts to her parents, who were amused (though her mother was a bit appalled by the clearly stolen silk flower). Neriya kept the gifts in a birchwood box in her room in the shtetl.

She took the box with her to Vilnius in the fall. When the winter lay on the city, its pallid white light barely penetrating the fogged glass of her bedroom window, she would open the box. And the crows would be there with her again, bringing the shtetl summer with them.

At nine years old, she began constructing her games for the crows.

Her first games were clumsy. Buster and the others ignored them, cawing at her impatiently until she agreed to hand over their nuts and treats.

The first game that caught Buster’s interest was a game in which he could put rocks into a narrow jar until the water level grew high enough to float a walnut within reach of his beak.

At first Buster had played the game without flourishes. Then he began to do a little side-to-side hop before inserting every rock, as if showing off to her.

He didn’t simply want to play—he wanted to perform. He wanted her to see what a smart crow he was. If she looked away while he was playing, he would immediately stop what he was doing and caw loudly at her until she centered her attention on him again.

Just as he was doing now, from a branch deeper in the forest.

There is no one here but outsiders. There are no more Jews: all go under other names now. Bundists, Bolsheviks, Zionists, territorialists, folkists, Mensheviks, anarchists …

We wander among them. We who once were Jews but now are nothing at all. We broken men, back from war, our heads full of slaughter, carrying our stolen rifles, viewing the world through cracked eyeglasses.

—from The Autobiography of a Burned Village
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CZESŁAW

June 1941

Czesław crept deeper into the trees.

He forced himself not to run.

Had the Germans seen him running away? It was impossible to know.

If they had seen him, would they follow him into the woods?

The Germans had smashed through the Red Army all along the border. They were in territory they did not know.

It was one thing to move through open country, sweeping up the remnants of defeated battalions. It was quite another thing to enter the forest. To hunt for men who might see you long before you saw them. Men who could lie in wait for you.

The Germans would be afraid of the forest.

But Czesław was not afraid of the forest.

He found the moss growing on the north side of the trees. Taking his bearings, he moved east, deeper in.

He breathed in the smell of the place, so similar to the smell of the forest in Siberia. The forest where for his whole short life he had tracked, trapped, and hunted with his father and his grandfather was far away—thousands of miles away—but all forests were related.

His father and grandfather. People had said of them that Czesław, his father, and his grandfather looked like the same man at three different times in his life, all present at the same time, together. Long boned and big through the shoulders, with wide-set eyes. The impression of them all being the same person was increased by the fact that Czesław looked years older than he was, and his grandfather and father both looked younger than they were. They were a man in a rush to reach adulthood but reluctant to grow old. Three times in a man’s life, somehow hunting together, bent over bowls of soup together, talking together.

People joked to his mother: “What was your part in this? The boy is not like his father—he is his father.”

“They ran out of molds for Poles,” his mother would say. “They had to start using the same ones over and over again.”

The Bolshevik authorities had not come for Czesław’s father and grandfather at night, the way they had come for some of the others. It was not that stereotype of a Black Maria idling outside the house.

And anyway, out in their part of the forest, deep in the taiga where Czesław’s family had been sent into exile, there were no houses. There were only rough barracks, where families lived together among lines of washing and the sounds of crying children through the thin partitions.

They came for Czesław’s father and grandfather in broad daylight, at the logging camp.

The men who came were not even wearing uniforms. They were just two friendly looking young men in canvas coveralls, flat caps. Men who smoked the same cheap Belomorkanal cigarettes everyone else at the logging camp smoked.

When Czesław came from school, having run home all the way, he heard one of his mother’s friends comforting her. “Who knows why, Marta? These days, it could be for anything at all.”

“It is because we are Polish,” his mother said in her accented Russian. “We have done everything they asked of us, but we cannot erase who we are. And now who we are is a crime, again.”

“You will see your husband soon,” the woman said to his mother. “And his father too.”

But Czesław heard the hollowness in her voice. He would never see his father or grandfather again.

That evening, Czesław took his birth certificate from the drawer where his mother kept it. He altered the year as best he could. He turned himself from a fourteen-year-old boy into an eighteen-year-old man with a clumsy smear of eraser and a blundering application of ink.

At the recruiting office, they barely glanced at his documents. What they saw in front of them was the tallest man in the logging camp. A young man who knew already how to handle a gun.

Exactly what was needed. And their quotas weren’t going to fill themselves.

What he sent home from his pay wasn’t enough, he was sure. But it was something, and his mother was thankful for it. And thankful that, for now at least, Czesław was safe. His own Russian was perfectly fluent—better than his Polish, which he only spoke in the kitchen with his parents.

The other men in his unit Russified his name, calling him “Slava.” In the Red Army, he became one of them. The same as everyone else.

He fought with them in Finland. And now he was fighting here.

For days, they had fallen back ahead of the German onslaught. Every time they retreated there were fewer and fewer of them left. The retreats became more and more chaotic. Their commanders were dead. They fled carrying what they could, leaving behind their smashed tanks, their bombed-out or disabled trucks.

Soon, they abandoned equipment that was still whole. Trucks bogged down on the roads. Artillery pieces that could not be moved fast enough. Also abandoned were the bodies of their men, unburied.

By yesterday, there was no front line anymore. There was nothing more than the remnants of shattered Red Army units, straggling in from all sides. Many men no longer carried rifles, or any weapons at all. Nearly everyone was wounded.

It was like when they fought the Finns, but worse. Everything happened at a terrible speed. Death came from everywhere. The Germans were a few small shapes on the horizon, a massing of armor climbing over a hill. Never close enough to fight. There was just the glint of sunlight on a scope or on field glasses. Then came the scream of a shell or the crack of rifles, and more of the Red Army torn to pieces.

There was nothing to fight against. The rifles that Czesław and a few others had managed to preserve were useless against an enemy they could barely see before it destroyed them. All they could do was run, hide, and die.

Czesław had stopped thinking of survival days ago. He had stopped being able to imagine it. Now all he was able to imagine was making a good corpse. Being whole when he died. Not some bloody rag. Not some shapeless thing dripping gore from where it hung in the splintered branches of a tree. Not some it.

Survival was impossible, so let him simply die, and not be humiliated by death—let him not be reduced by death to something monstrous, like so many of his friends had been.

He stopped moving and listened to the forest. He was deep inside it now.

He had been walking for nearly an hour. Overhead, the canopy had grown thicker. It was dark and cool here, fragrant with summer herbs in the undergrowth. There was none of the dust and heat of the open spaces.

Birds called—some alien to him, others he recognized. Above it all was the racket of crows, close to him and farther away.

He heard a crashing in a thicket. The deer was not visible to him, but he knew it by its sound.

At a small stream, he washed his hands and face, then sat down to eat crackers and a can of tushonka, stewed meat.

He had no shortage of food. Czesław and the others had been practical—always stripping the dead they came across of the food in their packs. Czesław’s pack was full of cans of condensed milk, crackers, tushonka.

When a large crow landed near him, tilted its head, and cawed, Czesław tossed it half a cracker.

“They aren’t very good,” he said to the bird as it picked the cracker up in its beak. “But they’ll keep you alive. Here …” He dug into his pack and came out with a loaf of bread, salvaged from the burning remnants of a mobile bakery yesterday. “Have a piece of this. It’s better.” He tore a chunk off and tossed it to the crow.

The bird dropped the cracker and edged toward the more appetizing bread cautiously. It was just over an arm’s length from Czesław. It looked at him with one eye, and then the other.

A bold one. Or tame?

It snatched the bread up in its beak and flew away.

Czesław walked farther into the forest.

Now that he was alone, with the sturdy Mosin-Nagant rifle and several days of food, with the ability to hunt for more, he could survive. At least for a while.

It was easier to think of himself as already dead, as he had for days now. Now that he might live, there were only problems. The problems of finding food, of finding shelter, of hiding and avoiding German patrols.

And it was not only the Germans who were his enemies. There would also be men like the mad politruk.

And men who were much worse. Men like the Red Army stragglers and deserters scattered in the woods of Finland during the Winter War. Ghouls wrapped in rags, driven mad by cold and starvation, who would kill anyone they came across. Not only kill them—eat them as well.

And there would be local partisans and police, aligned with the Germans or aligned with no one at all. There would be hungry peasants, fleeing the violence of both sides.

And it would go on for as long as the war went on.

How long could the war continue? It was impossible to say.

If the Germans kept coming like this, Moscow would fall in months.

Let it fall. Then, at least, there might be a surrender. A return to his mother, their village …

Was such a thing possible?

Yes. At the rate of the German advance, at the rate they had torn through the Red Army’s lines, it was possible.

But could the Germans continue that way? All he had seen was chaos. The Germans overwhelming them. Men dead and dying, men fighting for the last foothold, men breaking and running, men shot from behind by politruks from their own units when they tried to surrender.

Were his father and grandfather dead already? Or in a camp somewhere, starving?

He could not wish for a German victory—but how could he want the country that had taken his father and grandfather away to win the war either? The country that had taken them for no crime at all, no crime but being Polish?

He had not joined the Red Army out of patriotism. He had joined so that he could disappear. So that he could hide inside its mass. That was all. He had understood that if the secret police took him as well, it would kill his mother. So he had to stop being himself. Become no one.

“Well,” Czesław said to himself out loud, “now you are no one, all right. Now you will really disappear. They won’t even find your bones.”

He was deep in the woods now. He had walked quickly, and for hours, skirting a bog, tireless and driven. Ignoring fatigue, or made immune to it.

It was the last hour of light in the forest now, and objects had begun to lose their color, taking on the blue shift of approaching night.

The sound of crows was louder here.

A stream had cut deeply into the earth. It flowed loudly over stones in its trench.

On the other side, the bank was nearly vertical—eroded, as steep as a cliff, its sides matted with the roots of trees clinging to soil being slowly cut out from under them. Here and there the roots wound around a boulder, as if seeking a safe anchor to hold fast to.

Go around? But how long did this barrier continue for? He walked a few hundred meters in each direction. It remained the same. Who knew how long he would have to walk to bypass it?

He scrambled down the bank. He picked his way over the rocks, then across a fallen log that bridged the stream.

On the far side a narrow foothold jutted from the base of an eroded wall of earth. Several large stones formed a loose ladder. He could scramble up here, holding on to tree roots for support. He pulled himself up, slipping several times, struggling to keep his grip and balance.

Finally, he was over the top.

The sound of crows was louder now.

Looking up into the branches, Czesław saw hundreds of them. Then thousands. Tens of thousands?

Rank on rank extended above him, filling every branch up, from the forest floor to the canopy.

A wall of wings, sharp beaks, black eyes. Broken twigs and feathers littered the ground. And the smell of the forest was overcome, here, with the smell of the birds.

He took a step forward. He expected—he could imagine—a sudden burst, all of them flying at him at once. They shifted weight, jostled for their places on the branches. One of them, on a low branch, cawed loudly.

Czesław took another step forward.

The avian wall shuddered. Every glossy eye was on him. The whole forest had come alive. Every tree watched him with hundreds of eyes. Every stone had grown a feathered sentinel.

A deep, guttural croak came from a thousand throats. The threat in it was clear.

He heard the distant sounds of gunfire, mixed with the grinding sounds of vehicles and other noises. The familiar sounds of war.

Everything in his body told him to stay away from that sound.

But what if it was a counterattack directed against the German encirclement? What if the Red Army had broken through and there was now a way out? A way back to the anonymous mass of men? And, eventually, back home?

Czesław let himself back down the cliff. Down the ladder of roots and boulders. He paused on the narrow bank.

Although he could not see the crows, he could feel their presence up there. Something gigantic, a collective body of beak, feather, and claw. Crouched up there, filling the forest from its floor to the tops of the trees, listening to him. Waiting to see if he was really leaving.

And if not? What would it do to him then?

Czesław crossed the stream and began moving toward the noise of war. He walked at first, still fighting his body’s urge to stay away. Then he began to run.

We thought war was something that ran through the landscape like no-man’s-land, limited by our lines of trenches. A gouge of mud and filth, strewn with corpses, its seams filled with the stench of dead horses and wounded, dying men.

But war did not stop there. The front line collapsed, the men poured from their trenches in the chaos of defeat, and the cracks spread with them. The trench-wounds became fissures, cracks that grew the way a crack in glass will lengthen, spiderwebbing the fragile material of everything.

Until they split towns, leaving a rift through the center of a cobblestoned street.

Until they cut through dining rooms, dividing families.

Until finally the entire structure of our world collapsed, and everything it had stood for.

—from The Autobiography of a Burned Village
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