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For Anna and Anita,


without whom


my Krakow would not exist




Let me gaze once more on Krakow,


at her walls, where every brick and


every stone is dear to me.


—POPE JOHN PAUL II on the


Krakow Błonia, June 10, 1979
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A Faraway Land



THE PIGEON WAS NOT one to sit around and pine, and so the day after he saw the beautiful Anielica Hetmańska up on Old Baldy Hill, he went to talk to her father.


The Pigeon’s village was two hills and three valleys away, and he came upon her only by Providence, or “by chance,” as some would start to say after the communists and their half-attempts at secularization. He happened to be visiting his older brother, Jakub, who was living at the old sheep camp and tending the Hetmański flock through the summer; she happened to be running an errand for the Fates and her father to drop off a bottle of his special herbal ovine fertility concoction. Ordinarily, of course, a maiden meeting with a bachelor alone—and over the matter of ovine procreation no less—would be considered verboten or nilzya or whatever the Polish equivalent was before the Nazis and the Soviets routed the language and appropriated all the words for forbiddenness. But the Pigeon’s brother, Jakub, was a simpleton, a gentle simpleton, and the risk of Anielica twisting an ankle in the hike was greater than any danger posed by Jakub.


The Pigeon happened to be climbing up the side of the hill just as the sun was sliding down, and when he spotted his brother talking to the girl in front of the old sheep hut, he stopped flat in his shadow and ducked behind a tree to watch. The breeze was blowing from behind, and he couldn’t make out a word of what they were saying, but he could see his brother talking and bulging his eyes. He was used to his brother’s way of speaking by now, and he was only reminded of it when he saw him talking to strangers. Jakub spoke with a clenched jaw, his lips spreading and puckering around an impenetrable grate of teeth, which, along with the lack of pauses in his thoughts, created a low, buzzing monotone. The only inflection to his words came through his eyes, which bugged out when there was a word he wanted to stress, then quickly receded. It was very much like a radio left on and stuck at the edge of a station: annoying at first, but quite easy to ignore after the first twenty years or so.


If you were not used to talking to him, the common stance was to lean backward, one foot pointed to the side, looking for an end to the loop of monologue that never came, finally reaching in and snapping one of his sentences in half before muttering a quick good-bye and making an escape. But the girl was not like this at all. In fact, she seemed to be leaning in toward Jakub, her nodding chin following his every word, her parted lips anticipating what he would say next with what very closely resembled interest and pleasure.


She was absolutely stunning. She had strong legs and high cheekbones, a blood-and-milk complexion and Cupid’s-bow lips, and the Pigeon was suddenly full of admiration for his brother for having the courage to stand there and have an ordinary conversation with such a beautiful creature. He crouched behind the pine tree, watching them for perhaps half an hour, and he started toward the hut only once she was on her way down the other side of the hill.


“Who was that?”


His brother stared wistfully at the empty crest of the hill long after she had disappeared.


“. . . That, oh, that, that is the angel, she brought me medicine, for the sheep, not for me, and she also brought me some fresh bread, you know, she comes to visit me very often, she is the daughter of Pan Hetmański, she brought me herbs for his sheep, so they will have more sheep, and I didn’t see you coming, how long were you watching . . .” Jakub breathed in deeply through his teeth.


“The angel? What do you mean, ‘the angel’?” The Pigeon and the rest of the family were always vigilant for signs of his brother’s sim-pleness turning into something more worrying.


“. . . if I knew you were there I would have introduced you, even though she came to see me, she comes to see me often, and ‘the angel’ is her name—Anielica—and she is Pan Hetmański’s daughter, she is going to come again sometime soon, she said, maybe she will bring the herbs or bread or . . .”


“She is very beautiful,” the Pigeon said, and he brought the milk pail of Sunday dinner into the sheep hut and set it down on the bench. His brother followed.


“. . . maybe a book, sometimes she reads to me, yes, she is very beautiful, isn’t she, more beautiful than mama, don’t tell mama that, but do tell mama that I like the socks she knitted me, it is very cold up here this summer, not during the day but at night, and Pan Hetmański brought extra blankets up last week, he is very nice, and they have two dozen sheep, but it is strange that they do not live in a nicer house, it is just a hut over in Half-Village, nothing special, our house is much nicer, I think . . .”


Sometimes the talking could go on forever.


The thing was to act, and the Pigeon knew just what to do.


Throughout history, from medieval workshops to loft rehabs in the E.U., we Poles have always been known by our złote rączki, our golden hands. The ability to fix wagons and computers, to construct Enigma machines and homemade wedding cakes, to erect village churches and American skyscrapers all without ever opening a book or applying for permits or drafting a blueprint. And since courting a beautiful girl by using a full range of body parts has only recently become acceptable, in the spring of 1939 the Pigeon made the solemn decision to court Anielica through his hands. Specifically, he vowed to turn her parents’ modest hut into the envy of the twenty-seven other inhabitants of Half-Village, into a dwelling that would elicit hosannas-in-the-highest every time they passed.


Besides Jakub, the Pigeon had eight sisters, who had taught him the importance of a clean shirt and a shave, and so the next morning before dawn, he donned his church clothes, borrowed his father’s wedding shoes, and made the long walk over two hills and three valleys to the Hetmański family door. He knocked and waited patiently on the modest path, overgrown with weeds and muddy with the run-off from the mountain, until Pan Hetmański finally appeared at the door.


“Excuse me for bothering you so early in the morning, Pan, but I was wondering if Pan wouldn’t mind if I made some improvements to Pan’s house. For free, of course.”


“You want to make improvements to my house?”


“For free.”


“And what did you say your name was?”


“Everyone calls me the Pigeon.”


Pan Hetmański stood in his substantial nightshirt and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “And exactly what improvements did you have in mind?”


“Well, take this path for one, it could be paved . . . and there could be a garden wall to keep out the Gypsies . . . and glass could be put in these windows . . . and a new tin roof, perhaps.”


Pan Hetmański suppressed a smirk. “For free, you say.” Another man might have been offended rather than amused, but Pan Hetmański was a highlander and not a farmer, and thus more concerned with enjoying his plot of land than with working it. Besides, there had been enough young men lurking around lately to make him aware of what the Pigeon was up to, that the request was not to work on the hut, but to work somewhere in the vicinity of his fifteen-year-old daughter, Anielica. At least this one had the decency to come to the door and offer something useful.


“And how do I know you will not make rubble of my house?”


“If you would like to see my work, I can take you to my parents’ house. I did a complete remont last summer.”


“And you will work for free.”


“Yes, Pan.”


“And would this have anything to do with my daughter?”


“I will leave that up to Pan. In time, of course.”


“I’m not going to help you with any of the work.”


“Of course not, Pan.”


“And if you touch her I will throw you off the mountain and let the wild boars gnaw your bones.”


“Of course, Pan.”


“And if you make up stories about touching her, I will cut out your tongue and my wife will use it as a pincushion for her embroidery needles.”


“That won’t be necessary, Pan.”


The others had been easily scared away by such talk, and as Pan Hetmański stood in the doorway scowling at the Pigeon, he regretted that he had not answered the door with a knife or an awl in his hand to appear more threatening.


“And when will you begin?”


“Now if you like. I brought a change of clothes.”


“Now? Good God, you are an eager one. Why don’t you preserve your enthusiasm until the weekend?” He smiled. “And whatever else might be propelling you.”


“Friday evening then?”


“Saturday morning,” Pan Hetmański countered, suppressing another smirk.


“We’ll see if he shows up, the young buck,” he mumbled to his wife after he had shut the door.


“I hope so. I do need a new pincushion.”


The attention given to Anielica in the past year was not entirely unexpected. Some said that Pan Hetmański had even planned for it. He had always been known as a man with big dreams born into a small village, and though he occupied himself with the modest business of sheep, he had conferred his dreams on his children. His son he had named after the great medieval king, Władysław Jagiełło, which, despite the obvious bureaucratic snafus it caused, proved to be the perfect name for a partisan when the war came. By the time his daughter was born, he had raised his aspirations to even greater heights.


The angel herself had heard the entire conversation from the corner of the main room, where she was pretending to do her embroidery. “Who was that?” she asked her father as indifferently as she could manage.


“He calls himself the Pigeon. He says he is from one of the villages on the other side of the Napping Knight.” The Napping Knight was the optimists’ name for the Sleeping Knight, a rock formation and legend that is believed to wake in times of trouble to help the Polish people. After being thoroughly tuckered out by the Tatars, Ottomans, Turks, Cossacks, Russians, Prussians, and Swedes, however, it hadn’t risen in some time, and would, in the years of Nazi occupation, also come to be known as the Oversleeping Knight, and later, during the Soviets, the Blasted Malingering Knight.


“The Pigeon?”


“The Pigeon.”


“Is that because of his nose or the way he walks?” Indeed the Pigeon was well-endowed of nose, and his feet turned in, causing his toes to kiss with each step.


“Hopefully, it is not because of the size of his pecker,” Anielica’s mother interjected, laughing roughly. She had, in the tradition of górale women, become weathered by the merciless wind and snow that pounded the Tatras.


“Fortunately, he didn’t provide me with that information,” Pan Hetmański said.


“And why is he going to work on the house again?” Anielica asked.


“Don’t you see?” Her mother laughed. “Your father has sold you to the highest bidder.”


“Sold? What are you talking about? Don’t be ridiculous! This one is just like the others. He will give up before he even gets a chance to peep in the window.”


“You can’t see anything through the blasted greased paper anyway,” Anielica’s mother said, waving her arm in her daughter’s direction. “But that doesn’t mean that he can’t picture it all in his mind from the yard.”


Anielica went over to the window. She pulled back the edge of the greased paper and watched the figure disappear into the woods, the corners of her mouth creeping upward, cocking the bow that would eventually lodge the arrow securely in the Pigeon’s heart.
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Golden Hands



IRENA’S HANDS ARE WIDE and sturdy, the veins like hard roots breaking through the soil. I watch them from a stool wedged between the door and the old Singer sewing machine as she makes a plum cake. First, they contort and contract as they set up the kneading board and line the ingredients up in a row, then they hover indecisively over the board for a moment, washing themselves in the warm, yellow sunlight. They transform in midair, losing some of their bulk, fluttering like wings, and when they gather enough momentum, they swoop down and pile the flour, pressing a well into it. They grip the eggs like rocks and crack them on the side of the board. They cup the glossy yolks as the whites trickle through a mesh of fingers and into a bowl. They drop the yolks into the center of the hill of flour and knead the dough mercilessly into flakes and lumps and finally a heavy ball, the heels pressing the dough into the board, the tips of her fingers curling up around it, almost tickling it.


“I’ve never seen anyone make a cake as fast as you,” I say.



“Złote rączki,” Irena says. Golden hands.


It’s said that all Poles have them, and that this is how you know your place in life, by the ease of your hands, that whether you are born to make cakes or butcher animals, cuddle children or paint pictures, drive nails or play jazz, your hands know it before you do. Long before birth, the movements are choreographed into the tendons as they’re formed.


“I think I was born without them,” I say.


“Eh? Why don’t you speak normal Polish instead of that damn góralski Polish. I practically have to turn my ears inside out, and I still don’t understand a word you’re saying.” She smiles. Irena loves to tease me about being a góralka—a highlander—even though she was born in the mountains too.


I smile back.


Irena frowns. Over the past month, she has been trying to teach me to talk back to her like her daughter, Magda, does. Insolence is the only language she really understands.


“Anyway, all Poles have golden hands. Even górale. At least yours must be good at góralskie things—shearing sheep and plucking chickens and making cakes,” she says.


I shake my head. “Nela always chased me away from the stove.”


“Why was that?”


“She said she didn’t want me to end up cooking for someone else.”


“She’s right.”


Irena reaches up to the shelf above the sink and pulls down the butter mug. She swirls a knife in the water and sinks it into the damp butter. She drops a lump into the metal pan, rubbing it into pinwheels, massaging the excess into her dry skin. She picks up the ball of dough and starts pinching off pieces, flinging them into the pan.


“Irena?”


“Yes?”


“Do you remember my grandfather?”


“Only a little. But I have heard many, many stories about him. He was legendary. Killing Szwaby left and right, blowing up transports, and setting booby traps in the woods . . . bam! As accurate as a pigeon. That was during the war, when there were Nazis living in Wawel.” Irena leans over and pretends to spit on the floor, as she does whenever she has to say anything distasteful. “But they say that even after he came to Krakow, he was still fighting the Soviets in secret. They say that Pigeon Street was named after him, and that he knew the pope.” I know better than to ask which pope. In the two millennia of the Catholic Church, there has always, only, ever been one pope for us.


“So it was the Soviets who killed him?”


“Actually, when I was very little, I remember my parents thinking that he was not dead at all, that he had only been given a One-Way Ticket to the West. My mother used to say that he was probably cozied up in some sitting room in England, sipping tea with milk.”


“Do you really think so?”


Irena frowns. She sloshes the whites into a wide bowl and beats them with a spring until they are stiff, white peaks. “Now? No. After so many years? If that were the case, he would have found some way to get in touch with your grandmother. The way he loved her . . . but as far as I know . . .” She looks up at me, leaving her hands unsupervised. “You never talked about this with your grandmother?”


“She barely talked about him at all.”


“Why not?”


“She didn’t like telling me stories with sad endings. She said she had lived all the sad endings herself so I wouldn’t have to.”


“Well, I have no problem telling sad endings, sad beginnings, or sad middles,” Irena says.


I smile.


“You miss her, don’t you?”


“Very much.”


“It will get easier,” she says with one sharp nod, and then turns back to her work. She swaps the spring for a wooden spoon and ladles the white foam onto the dough in the pan, then picks up a plum and begins tearing the flesh from the pit. The pieces of plum go into the pan along with more pinches of dough, and when she’s finished, she slides the pan into the oven and bangs the door shut. She brushes the loose flour from the wooden board into the garbage pail, stows the board alongside the refrigerator, checks on the potatoes steaming for dinner, fills the kettle, lights the stove, pulls a stool out for herself and wedges it in the narrow aisle.


“Ah,” she says, her body finally relaxing only as her backside hits the stool. “Baking for yourself is always better than baking for a husband. Remember I said that when you are chained to an ungrateful alcoholic who beats you and your screaming brats.” She laughs, throwing her head back.


“Irena, why do you say I will marry an alcoholic?”


“I am only joking. You do have jokes up in the mountains, don’t you?”


I study her face. She’s about fifty, with short, wiry hair as black as a burnt log and dark circles stamped around her eyes no matter how much sleep she gets. She has dentures already, which are the wrong size, and when she smiles they distort her lips into a maniacal grin.


“You know, my father always told me that I would never get married, that I was born with one foot on the shelf.”


Irena frowns again. “Phooh! Was that right before he declared himself the King of Persia and passed out in his own urine?”


The kettle shrieks, and she reaches over my head to pull two glasses down from the other shelf. From an empty can she keeps close to the sink, she plucks two tea bags, already brown and dried with use. Irena can squeeze five cups of tea out of a single tea bag, use a match for a week, butter two slices of bread with what others leave on the knife, and wash an entire sink full of dishes with half a liter of hot water. Her stinginess is her birthmark from the village, her impatience the blemish of the city, where she’s lived since she was five years old.


“How many do you have now anyway? Twenty-one?”


“Twenty-two.”


“On the shelf at twenty-two? Why, you have not even cracked the spine of your book yet.”


“Some people in the village consider twenty-two to be on the shelf already.”


“Some people still think that the sun revolves around the earth. What other bzdury did he pack into that head of yours?”


“I don’t remember anymore.”


“Good. Keep it that way.”


It’s a lie of course. When you’re a child, every word embeds itself like a splinter. Even when the skin grows over, you can still feel it somewhere underneath. He told me that I would never be beautiful, that I would end up on the shelf, a stara panna, an old mushroom, that I had better take the first man who shows the slightest bit of interest. And to say the truth, I have never been the Anielica of the village, as they say where I am from. In pictures, my features always huddle in the middle of my face, and my hair is so blond, my eyebrows all but disappear. My thin lips cower under my nose, and no matter what my expression and the source of light, the shadows manage to find every bump, dent, and dimple. Ever since I can remember, everyone except Nela has called me Baba Yaga, after the old witch in the fairy tale.


Irena makes up plates, and we carry them into the living room, where we eat our dinner from the coffee table. Over the month I’ve been living with her, the table has gradually shed its formality, first losing the table linens, then the good china, then the colored napkins. Today Irena eats with her plate balanced on her knees. She is a solid but practical cook, and the menu never changes. Kotlet schabowy, potatoes with parsley, cucumbers and cream, kompot, and tea.


“Could you pass me the remote?” Irena says.


I can smell the plums melting into the meringue. Irena flips through all the commercials and settles on a retrospective. That’s all they ever show on television these days, it seems—retrospectives and commercials. Back and forth, communism and capitalism, past and future, and all we can do in the present is stare at both with disbelief. First, all the familiar Solidarity leaders from the eighties parade by—Wałęsa, Popieluszko, Walentynowicz, Lis, Gwiazda—followed immediately by the dancing chocolate bars and the clean-scrubbed village girls leading cows across meadows.


Irena mutes the television and sniffs at the air. She never uses a timer, but her cakes always come out perfectly browned. She stacks the dirty plates and carries them into the kitchen. There’s the sound of a key scraping in the door, and my legs stiffen against the edge of the love seat.


Irena mutters something under her breath.


“What was that, mamo?”


Magda enters as she always does, on a raft of perfume and cigarette smoke, sweeping her arms as she walks, turning on the balls of her feet like a dancer bolted to a music box. Irena told me that it was once Magda’s dream to become a ballerina, but her hips had grown out too far, and her splayed toes had rebelled against the taping of her feet. After that, she devoted herself to becoming a prosecutor, though at the moment, she is nearly failing out of her first year of law school.


“Speaking of old maids,” Irena calls from the kitchen. “You know what they say, give away the milk for free and you can’t sell the cow. Where did you sleep last night?”


“In paradise,” Magda says, and sighs dramatically. She drops her bag exactly where she’s standing and fingers her dark hair, which is shaped into the sleek pageboy that is popular among the university girls now. Part of me is annoyed by her, by her preening and the way that she treats Irena, and the other, fascinated by her secret girlish rituals—the bottles of makeup and nail polish in her room, the smell of spring after she’s finished showering, the heeled shoes scattered by the door. Magda always looks like she’s just stepped off the cover of an Elle or Kobieta, and I think half the reason she ignores me is because I trim my own hair and buy my clothes by the kilogram. Sometimes I catch her glancing at my rucksack and my lug-soled shoes and quickly averting her eyes, as if my belongings are giant boils or missing limbs; should she dwell on them for too long, my plainness might even be contagious.


“Put on some slippers,” Irena chides her. “I don’t need to wash these floors any more than I already do.”


“They’re new shoes. I’m trying to break them in.”


“New shoes? With whose money?”


“Żaba bought them for me.”


“That should tell you something when a boy’s name is Frog.”


“Sometimes frogs turn out to be princes.”


“And sometimes they just sit on a lily pad and ribbit all their lives. Have you been smoking?”


I sit frozen on the edge of the love seat. My entire life, I knew only one house, and I moved around it without thinking. Now, suddenly I have to worry about where I put my toothbrush in the bathroom and when I can use the washing machine and how long I can leave an empty teacup on the table without feeling bad when someone else takes it away. Across the front hall, Irena yanks at the oven door and bangs the cake pan on top of the stove. She gets out plates and forks and serves up the cake.


“Where’s my piece?” Magda asks.


“At the store. If you hurry, you can still buy one.”


“You know, mamo, someday you’re going to wish you treated me better.”


“Oh, please. Don’t be so dramatic. First it was lupus, then early-onset Parkinson’s, then chronic fatigue . . . any excuse not to study. Głupia gęś,” Irena says. Stupid goose.


“I wasn’t going to worry you, but I’m having some tests done tomorrow.”


“Really? While you’re there, why don’t you ask the doctor to fix your legs so they close?”


“Maybe it’s you who needs to go out and get yourself a little something, mamo. Maybe that would put you in a better mood. I’ve seen the way that Pan Guzik gives you the eye when you go out to the courtyard to feed the cats. Or what about Stash? He always had a thing for you.”



“Głupia panienka,” Irena says. “I hope you don’t think what you’re getting from that frog-boy qualifies as a little something.”


“You’re right. I wouldn’t call it little at all.”



“Bezczelna,” Irena mutters.


Their constant bickering makes me nervous, like a storm gathering beneath my feet. Sometimes I want to jump up and tell them to stop, stop before it’s too late, but I know that between mothers and daughters it’s never that simple. I sit on the love seat, keeping one eye on the kitchen and one on the television. There’s some grainy footage of protesters being sprayed by fire hoses on the Rynek, and the way the camera bounces and tilts, I can imagine the person trying to keep it hidden under his coat, running away when the hoses turn on him. In the kitchen, Magda helps herself to a piece of cake from the pan, dribbling crumbs on the floor.


“Clean that up,” Irena snaps.


Instead, Magda snatches a plate from the shelf and heads to her room. She looks over and sees me sitting in the living room in front of the mute television, and furrows her eyebrows at me. She bangs the door of her room shut behind her, and the plastic panel rattles in the frame.


“And don’t bang the door,” Irena calls after her. Irena comes into the living room carrying two plates of cake and sets one down on the coffee table in front of me.



“Bezczelna,” she mutters. “Trying to tell that girl anything is like throwing beans against the wall.”


She picks up the remote and turns up the volume, and for the rest of the afternoon, the monotone voice of the retrospective competes with the rock oompah of Goran Bregovic coming from the other side of the flat.
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The Non-Courtship



ANIELICA’S BROTHER, Władysław Jagiełło, took to the Pigeon right away, and in the tradition of great kings, he went out in the yard, rolled up his sleeves, and went to work building a wall. It was with the wall that the Pigeon had decided to begin, subtly, flirtatiously, on the outermost perimeter of her property. He said it was to keep out the wild boars and the Gypsies, but everyone else saw it for what it was—marking his territory against other would-be suitors. And Pan Hetmański agreed to make it the first project because, after suffering so many invasions from the Russians, Tatars, Ottomans, Turks, Cossacks, Prussians, and good God, even the Swedes, it is a primal instinct of all Poles everywhere to fence and wall in what belongs to us: our houses, our sheep barns, our communal garden plots, even our graves.


To build the wall, the Pigeon and Władysław Jagiełło mined the stones from higher up on the mountain, where the forest met the pasture and begat rocks the size of a man’s head. The Pigeon and his golden hands felt for the right contours and shapes, instinctively finding each stone’s siblings so that they fit together without chinking and would hold strong even against the butting of a ram’s head or the kick of an angry Gypsy.


After the wall around the yard, the two young men went into the woods, felling trees, cutting and planing boards for a week straight. The Hetmański family were dispersed among the neighbors’ houses for three nights as the Pigeon and Władysław Jagiełło dug a proper cellar and built proper supports for a proper floor, no longer the straw and dirt the family had lived with for years, but planks so tight and smooth that they could be swept clean without the broom catching on splinters or trapping dust between the boards. At the end of the third evening, the Pigeon gathered the family and opened the door to the hut so they could inspect his work. He stood in front of the fireplace with his hands on his hips, nervously watching the fifteen-year-old Anielica run her hands across the smooth floorboards.


“It’s beautiful,” she said.


He grinned, his smile hiding under the shadow of his nose like a mustache. “And there is a cellar now too. I will show you later.” He ate his dinner sitting on the wall with Władysław Jagiełło, as he always did, and when the sun was only a few glittering scraps of gold at the base of the trees, he led the family back to a pile of dead leaves behind the house. He brushed the leaves away to reveal a wooden panel with two rope handles, and the Pigeon and Władysław Jagiełło each grasped one and pulled hard to reveal a round hole with a wooden ladder. Władysław Jagiełło climbed down first, and the rest of the family followed.


“Why so secret?” Anielica asked.


“Just in case.”


“In case of what?”


“Just in case,” her father repeated.


Everyone else nodded in agreement, and when they returned to the surface, they replaced the cover and spread the leaves and dirt over it as naturally as possible. Pani Hetmańska was so moved by the work they had done that she broke from her usual hardness, first hugging her son and then the Pigeon, the dirt and grime from his face leaving an imprint on her cotton blouse not unlike the shroud of Torino. The Pigeon blushed and ducked his head in embarrassment. Then, without any ceremony, just as he had done every evening for the past several weeks, he gathered his tools, put on his vest, and set off to walk the two hills and three valleys back to his parents’ house.


The transformation of the Hetmański hut that summer was nothing short of miraculous. May saw the windows replaced with clear glass and sturdy frames, as well as a pump and a pipe fitted to make a kitchen sink. June, the addition of two small rooms on either side of the main room. In July, the Pigeon took Pan Hetmański aside and had a Serious Conversation About Hygiene, a full eight years before the communist volunteers were dispersed throughout the mountains to have their own Serious Conversations About Hygiene with the górale. Unsuccessfully, if you remember. It wasn’t that the górale were against hygiene per se; rather, they were simply against anyone outside their garden walls trying to make any suggestions about what went on inside their garden walls, and the communists eventually learned the valuable lesson that any subsequent policies enforced on the highlanders should neatly skip the discussion step. The Pigeon, though, after only a few months, had gained more respect in Pan Hetmański’s eyes than the communists ever would, and the result was that one Friday, the Pigeon and Władysław Jagiełło took off down the mountain with a pallet of sheepskins and returned two days later bearing a white porcelain throne for Anielica and the rest of the family.


The Pigeon worked tirelessly every day that summer, stopping only for the midday meal, which he and Władysław Jagiełło ate outside, first on the wall and then on the bench they had constructed with the leftover floorboards. They grew as close as brothers. Władysław Jagiełło, who had always been a little soft, admired the strength of the slightly older Pigeon, and had by the fall been transformed along with the hut, his back now strong, his hands rough, his skin thick with sweat and sun, his will hardened. And the Pigeon enjoyed having a boy his age he could actually converse with, and not just interrupt.


Besides this friendship, the Pigeon never once asked for anything in return, barely even catching glimpses of Anielica, who mostly stayed in the house or disappeared into the woods. Pani Hetmańska, whose affections for the boy had grown, would try to send her out in the mornings with a pitcher of cold water or a hunk of bread and butter, but despite her looks, Anielica was painfully shy and could barely raise her eyes to look at him. Whenever the Pigeon saw her coming, he would grab his shirt, wipe his face with it, and quickly put it on. They never spoke beyond the most polite “Thank you kindly” and “You’re most welcome,” and Anielica always returned to the house with an empty tray and disappointment in her eyes.


The other residents of Half-Village observed the curious non-courtship with intense interest, and opinion polls were taken daily. Although results were subject to fluctuation, on average about five out of the twenty-seven other residents of Half-Village thought that the Pigeon did not talk because he had been stunned into silence by Anielica’s beauty up close. Five thought that he was a coward, that he did not have the eggs to speak to her and had done all the work for nothing. Sixteen thought that he was an idiot and the only language he could speak was the language of work, the language of his hands.


But the Pigeon was not an idiot. As it turned out, he was more literate than all the inhabitants of Half-Village save the rare beauty he was building the house around. As the oldest son—besides Jakub, no one ever counted Jakub—he had attended primary school in his village for the first two years, but his parents could not afford the extravagance of shoes for long, especially at the rate his feet grew. So he had made a deal with one of the neighbor children whereby he would do the boy’s chores each day if the boy brought home books for him to read and taught him everything he had learned at school.


And the Pigeon was no głupek about women either. He had learned something about them from his eight sisters, and if over the years he had absorbed only this one thing, it would stand as vindication that a boy does not suffer needlessly from growing up in a house with eight sisters. That thing was that a woman’s heart is not bought by the currency of a man’s emotion for her. A woman’s heart is won over by her own feelings for herself when he just happens to be around, and as the hut slowly transformed itself into a three-room mansion around her, Anielica could not help but feel even more beautiful, even more worthy.


In some girls, this kind of pride might be applied to the exterior, caked on like layers of makeup, but with Anielica, the pride filled her heart from within, and when she looked around, she happened to look out the clear glass windows, past the newly laid stone path and into the yard, where the Pigeon and her brother were pounding together sheets of tin to make what would come to be known as The Best Roof Anyone Had Ever Seen This Side of the Oversleeping Knight. If you laugh at the name, you have never seen the roof. There he was, stooping over the sheets of tin, laughing at something her brother had said, the motions of his arm rippling through his back, the sunlight perching on his long nose.


Which brings up the theory of the twenty-seventh resident of Half-Village, that the Pigeon was not after Anielica’s attentions at all, but Władysław Jagiełło’s, and at that he had succeeded from the very first day. It was a bold position to take because everyone knows that Poland did not have air-conditioning, homeless people, good Mexican food, or homosexuals until after the communists left. The twenty-seventh resident should be commended for being ahead of his time. He was in fact wrong, though. The Pigeon’s heart had always and would always answer only to Anielica, and after all the speculating around and about them, it was the angel herself who finally found the words to break the silence.
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The Seven Good Years of Pani Bożena



THE NUMBER 8 TRAM scrapes along Królewska Street like a knife cutting along the radius of a tree stump, crossing the ring roads that divide the city, slowly revealing its age. At the very center is the main square—the Rynek—guarded by the centuries-old, stuccoed kamienice that once held the Nazi officers who were not quite important enough to live in Wawel Castle—here, I spit on the ground for Irena. Next come the idealistic, postwar blocks of flats, built with honest sweat by honest men, followed immediately by the sprawling osiedla, pinned together by dishonest men with the leftovers of graft and embezzlement in the fifties and sixties. After that appear the sturdier blocks, like Irena’s , from the seventies, when Gierek was in charge and all the shelves were full, and then the crumbling projects built resentfully between the strikes of the eighties. Finally, there are the single-family houses with high gates, constructed only in the past few years with American dollars as crisp as dry leaves. I travel this route twice a day, past an endless and dizzying number of side streets and cars, rolling back time in the mornings, speeding toward the future in the afternoons.


Pani Bożena owns one entire corner kamienica on Bishop Square. It’s only steps from the music school and a couple of consulates, a grand location heavy with trees, which is probably why the prostitutes favor it. The prostitutes on Bishop Square are considered the lowest in the hierarchy, the girls who are not allowed into the hotels or even the betting bars, the ones who cannot even find an alfons to exploit them. They cluster on the sidewalk in fake leather miniskirts and go-go boots, and they wear heavy evening makeup, which turns slick and orange by the morning. Irena told me that most of them are either Yugoslavian or from the village, and so I feel a strange kinship with them. We are sisters here, I want to tell them when I see them getting dropped off from the night before, outsiders in this city where only after three generations can you say that you are “from here.” Instead I stand on Pani Bożena’s front step and look up at the sky, pretending not to see them, sneaking glances at them out of the corner of my eye.


I wait for the trumpeter to play the hejnał from St. Mary’s at eight o’clock sharp before ringing the doorbell. I stand there patiently, listening as the jangling brrrng echoes up and down the grand staircase. There are six flats in Pani Bożena’s kamienica, but now they are all empty save her own.


“I could rent out the other flats of course,” she always says, her eyelids bored with this idea. “But that life, to be a landlady,” she says as she wiggles her ringed fingers in disapproval, “is not for me.”


What she means is that it’s beneath her, and that she has no need to rent out the other flats. Her late husband was exactly the type that Irena rails against every day, a crooked official in the city government, who lived just long enough to buy the building Pani Bożena lives in and a few others for only grosze right as they privatized. As a result, Pani Bożena is a woman with echoing staircases and large banknotes, which in the beginning I would take to the outdoor markets, causing the women behind me in line to mutter and curse me with their eyes as the vendors ran from stall to stall to find change. To say the truth, I don’t know where all the small bills go when I bring them back to her. She must diligently take them back to the bank every week to exchange them for large, crisp denominations. After all, without the five-hundred-thousand-złotych bills, without the empty kamienica and the silk bathrobes, without a village girl to do her shopping, cooking, and dusting, she would just be another pensioner instead of the Grande Dame of Bishop Square.


It takes Pani Bożena a long time to answer the door, and when she finally appears, she’s wearing a pink dressing gown with feathers that coil around her bosom and wrists.


“Must you ring the bell so loudly? You’ll wake the dead. Not that I’m anywhere near death, of course.” She stands in the open doorway and lifts the hem of her dressing gown. “Have you ever seen legs like that on a pensioner?”


A woman and a child are passing by on the sidewalk, and the mother gives Pani Bożena a strange look.


“Well . . . have you?”


“No.” I want to add that no other pensioner has ever lifted her robe to show me.


“Of course you haven’t. These are the legs of Olivia de Havilland. Have I ever told you that people used to tell me I looked like her?”


I look at the line of foundation along her jaw, the feathering lipstick, the purple eye shadow sliding down to her crows’-feet. I shake my head and follow her in.


The building is a fortress, a matryoshka doll of doors, each successive pair smaller than the last, and Pani Bożena carefully opens each set, choosing from the giant key ring that she jangles rhythmically as she ascends the stairs.


“I thought you were going to fix that bell, by the way.”


“It’s not any better?” In fact, I spent the first two weeks experimenting with the doorbell, wrapping different pieces of material around the clapper—wool yarn, then cotton, then a bit of satin clipped from an old pair of her underwear. First she would complain that it was too loud, then too quiet, and finally I realized that even if I managed to fix the doorbell, she would still open the door complaining about something. It might as well be the doorbell.


At the door of the flat, she squints at the ring of keys and chooses the right one. She has bad eyesight but refuses to wear glasses. I hang my coat and my rucksack on one of the hooks by the door, and she leads the way to her bedroom. She sits down in front of her dressing table, on the green velvet stool, whose surface has been crushed into half-moons over the years. She straightens her back and neck as if there’s someone watching her.


“Could you just give my face a little touch-up, Baba Yaga?” she asks. She smirks like a child whenever she says my name, her smile distributed evenly between her eyes and her mouth, her white, translucent curls framing her face like the papery skin of garlic. She looks a little like Shirley Temple, actually. The age only begins to settle in her face when she’s displeased or when she does her own makeup. I unscrew the cap on the cold cream, unfold a tissue, and go to work.


“And could you do my hair like Elizabeth Taylor today?” she asks.


“From Cleopatra, Father of the Bride, or Cat on a Hot Roof?” I think this is part of the reason she keeps me on, because I know all the old movies.


“From Dynasty.”


“That’s Joan Collins.”


“Oh. Then Joan Collins. In that scene right before she has the fight with Krystle in the studio. When her hair is all piled on her head.”


“Okay.”


I stand between her and the mirror so she will not notice that all I’m doing is taking the makeup off. I rub the cold cream into her face and tell her to close her eyes as I run my fingertips across her eyelids and sweep a dry brush across her cheeks. I take out a wig and wrestle with it, but she grows impatient and it sits lopsided on her head for the rest of the day.


Pani Bożena is in her late sixties, the same age Nela would be, but to say the truth, Nela was much more beautiful. She could have easily passed for a Hollywood starlet. She had long blond hair that she would twirl into pin curlers at night and brush out into soft waves in the morning. She wore filmy blouses and brightly colored skirts that she managed to sew from the leftover material from her clients and the relief packages, and a detachable fur collar that she rotated among her sweaters and coat three seasons of the year. There were always shortages, but even if she was only going to the church or the market or her job at the post office in Pisarowice, she wore eye makeup and red lipstick. Like pornography, they told us in scouts, but to me she was beautiful, and as she stood behind the counter at the post office, I always thought she should be conducting television interviews and giving out autographs instead of wrapping and stamping packages. The only thing missing was a Clark Gable or a Marcello Mastroianni at her side, smiling a picket-fence smile, fetching packages from the back room, and making change.


“A little more rouge,” Pani Bożena says. “Don’t you dare make me look washed out.”


I sweep the brush across her cheeks again. “There,” I say, and step back.


She squints at her image in the mirror. “That’s better. That’s fine, just fine.”


And then she gets dressed while I start the chores. Dusting is always at the top of the list. Her flat is constructed almost entirely of knickknacks: crystal dishes, silver frames, lace doilies, candle holders, statuettes of children and animals, throw blankets, candy dishes, snow globes, wooden inlaid boxes, old Soviet pins, crosses and icons. If they were all removed from their places at the same time, I’m convinced that the entire kamienica would collapse in on itself, so I pick them up one by one, starting at the candy dish on the high shelf in the kitchen on Monday, ending up on Friday at the picture of the pope in the bedroom. After the dusting, Pani Bożena likes for me to sweep the stairs. Sometimes there’s washing to be done or lacework to be soaked in salt, but I spend most of the morning out shopping for obiad.



I’m a terrible cook, and not in the endearing way that girls my age insist they are so that they appear liberated. When I first started working for Pani Bożena, it made me unbelievably anxious. She would start to rattle off exotic dishes and ingredients—hollandaise, béarnaise, pesto, pâté, crêpes, caviar, soufflé, paella, lingonberries—things that she and the other government wives were apparently eating while the rest of us were staring at bottles of vinegar on the shelves. For a full three hours every morning, I would rush around as if my life depended on it, first to one of the bookstores on the Rynek to memorize a recipe, then to the market at Nowy Kleparz, then to some of the specialty stores in the old town. I would measure everything meticulously, time everything exactly, and dirty every pot and pan in the kitchen. I would do my level best. And then for the rest of the day I would have to listen to Pani Bożena complain about the burnt garbage I was feeding her.


And then one miraculous day, I was walking down Dominican Street when I found a bright red sign blooming out of one of the pastel kamienice. Hipermarket Europa. I still take a breath when I step inside. How dazzling, how sterile the displays are! I can wander around with a green plastic basket on my arm and pick up anything at all from the shelves. Hipermarket Europa offers five kinds of pickles, six types of kefir, and milk in cardboard cartons. They have separate departments for baked goods, meat, and alcohol, all three set back along the side and disguised to look like village huts. The middle aisle is one long freezer with packets of already-prepared food shipped from every corner of the world: Chinese stir-fry, American hamburgers, quiche lorraine. Oh, I wish Nela could see it. The first time, I spent over an hour browsing and bought only a plastic-wrapped package of pierogi. When I handed the cashier one of Pani Bożena’s five-hundred-thousand-złotych bills, she didn’t even flinch, and when I was finished, I had an extra hour or so to wander around the Błonia. I’ve been back every day since.


Maybe I should do one of those television commercials. Hipermarket Europa has changed my life. And then I wander across a meadow in my full skirt and embroidered blouse, leading a cow.


“Your cooking certainly has improved,” Pani Bożena says. “This is the second-best duck Peking I’ve ever had. And what is this? A chocolate éclair?”


“With a touch of espresso.”


“Very nice. The best duck Peking I ever had, of course, was on Sylwester the year I was in Łódź making the movie. That was in, let’s see, 1951 . . .”


I listen. This is mostly what I’m paid for. Company. A grande dame shouldn’t have to eat alone. A grande dame should always have someone on hand to listen to her stories. A grande dame cannot be invisible. So I hear about shopping at the Pewex and attending parties with the other government wives. Mostly, she likes to tell stories about the seven years immediately after the war, the seven years when she sang at the Old Theater and one of the cabarets, the seven years when she was a small celebrity, even being called up to the studios in Łódź to make a film. Łódź! Imagine! Over here, under this magic mushroom is where Wajda found his ashes and diamonds, across that stone bridge is where Kieślowski and Véronique began their double lives. When Irena first arranged the job with Pani Bożena, I couldn’t believe my good fortune. I thought I was going to hear firsthand about the fairyland I always imagined, where enchanted elves and their golden projectors spin the thin filament of light that weaves together cinema audiences throughout the world.


“. . . and that was the same party when Andrzej Wajda made a toast with a glass of wine and actually drank it to the bottom in one gulp. Imagine! So very Russian, so very gauche . . . so when he offered me a part in one of his films, I absolutely refused.”


“Refused Wajda?”


“Yes. Refused him. I told him that no good film could ever come from such a rude, rude man. Picasso didn’t burp up his masterpieces after all.”


“And you don’t regret it?”


“Absolutely not. What has he done since then, I ask you.”


I tick them off on my fingers. “Kanal. Generation. Ashes and Diamonds. The Wedding. Man of Marble. Man of Marble was one of my grandmother’s favorites. She told me how the audiences would get up from their seats at the end and sing the anthem . . .”


Pani Bożena looks at me disapprovingly, as if I have shouted out during Mass, and I instantly silence myself. She holds out her glass for more wine. “A flash in the pan,” she says. “Color of the month. Nothing that will endure, certainly. But the food that Sylwester was spectacular. For appetizers they had miniature blintzes with red caviar and deviled quail eggs and . . .”


And that is the problem with Pani Bożena’s stories. They are exactly like her flat, made entirely of knickknacks, of the banalities, the day-to-day pettiness and drudgery that happen in any job, so that she might as well be talking about cobblering or sheep raising or factory work. I have heard about Piotr the Chauffeur, who had terrible scars on his face, and Piotr the Stagehand, who had shabby shoes. I know what kind of car she was picked up in when she was in Łódź, the brand of chocolates delivered to her dressing room, and how much her lipstick cost. I know how one of the piano players at the cabaret used to intentionally play a wrong note on one of her songs, and how the studio seamstress in Łódź was jealous of her and tried to sew her costumes too tight.


I clear the plates and go into the kitchen to start the water for Pani Bożena’s coffee.


“You’re not making that same sludge again, are you?” Pani Bożena calls from the table.


“I bought some Tchibo today. Is that all right?”


“Ground or instant?”


“Ground.”


“Oh, it will have to do, I suppose. As long as it’s not that awful Nescafé you used to buy. You could run a car on it, that awful Nescafé.”


It depresses me to listen to her talk sometimes. It makes me miss Nela horribly. Pani Bożena and Nela would have never gotten along. Nela could take even ordinary things—sheep, tea, books, old routines—and turn them around and around in her hands until they became entirely new and grand and brilliant.


“Did I ever tell you about the coffee they used to serve at the cabaret?”


“No.”


“Pure Colombian, dark roasted, finely ground. Oh, they did everything right there . . .”


“She wasn’t always like that,” Stash says when I get to the club. He has a gray mustache and a ponytail tied at the nape of his neck, and his shirtsleeves are always rolled halfway up his forearms. He looks a little like Peter Fonda, in the right light. “I tell you, her skleroza has a hold of her now, but there was a time when she was really something.”


“I know—the voice of a bird, the body of an angel. She tells me every day.”


“Not only,” he says, and he starts pulling down chairs. The room is long like a tomb, with a concrete floor and a clutter of microphone stands, speakers, and wires at the far end. It’s filled to brimming with mismatched furniture—a big wicker chaise, some short stools, intricately carved dining room chairs, benches, picnic tables, and tiny metal café tables that barely fit two drinks and an ashtray. Every evening, I imagine it will require a miracle of transformation to turn it into a club before the first customers arrive, and every evening I’m surprised to find that the only difference between day and night at Stash’s is turning over the chairs and swapping the fluorescent overhead lights for candles.


“You know, we used to call her Bożena, Patron Saint of the Blacklisted.”


“The musicians?”


“Musicians, painters, writers, journalists. Even a gram of creativity in the old days was enough to immunize you against steady employment. She was the one who kept us all afloat back then.”


“Pani Bożena?”


Stash takes a seat at the bar, the only piece of furniture in the place that’s worth anything. It’s solid oak with a glossy finish that I can’t resist running my hand over every time I pass. He reaches over the bar with one of his long arms and pours himself an Okocim from the tap. “Sure. If you needed a job, she was the one to go to. If you needed someone to stay with in Warsaw or Zakopane, she always had a sympathetic friend. If you only needed a drink and some company, she kept an open tab at Pod Gruszką for all of us.”


“Really?”


He takes a drink of the beer, and the foam clings to his mustache. “Her husband, well, God rest his soul now, but when he was on this earth, he was just like the other bureaucrats, only out for himself . . . but his head was full of love for Bożena, and somehow, she always managed to convince him that each favor was the last one he would ever have to do. I’m surprised he didn’t get into more trouble for it.” Stash takes another drink. “I’m surprised Irena hasn’t told you all this.”


“She’s too busy railing at the politicians and Magda.”


Stash laughs.


Irena is how I got this job too. To get anything done in the new Poland, you have to know someone who knows someone who knows someone who can załatwić it for you. Stash and Irena apparently go back to the seventies. Just friends, Irena told me. No barabara.



Stash takes another drink. “And how is she?”


I smile. This is really the only topic of conversation he cares about, and he tries to hide his interest by scraping at an imaginary spot on the bar with his fingernail.


“She’s fine.”


“Is Magda still giving her problems?”


“Her exam is in a month. Irena doesn’t think she’ll pass.”


Stash sighs deeply. I take this as a slight against Magda, and somehow it gives me a small nudge of satisfaction.


“If only she knew what her mother gave up for her.”


“What do you mean?”


But we are cut short by the shouts of two of the other musicians coming in. They have known each other for so long that when they greet each other, their voices blend together just like their instruments when they play Stash pours them drinks, and I busy myself lighting all the candles, mashing new ones into the old drippings, sometimes laying a new wick into the whole melted mess. Some people believe that in the drippings, you can see the future.


After a drink, they begin to practice. I had never heard Dixieland jazz before I started working here, had never met a musician in fact, unless you count Pan Romantowski and his fiddle. I guess I imagined them to be slightly above the rest of us, like saints or angels, holding their instruments in the air like chalices, a golden aura surrounding them. But Stash and his friends grip their instruments like forks and knives. They sweat. They laugh and mess around with each other when they are playing, like boys playing football. Most of the time I can’t tell the line between when they are warming up and actually performing; the tables just start to fill up and the breaks between pouring drinks become shorter and shorter.


The other bar girl, Kinga, usually makes it in at about seven-thirty, but she’s late tonight. She’s tiny, with bright-raspberry-colored hair and gestures like a child’s. Her hands flutter at her sides when she’s excited, and her upper lip folds down to cover her teeth when she smiles.


“How was little Franek today?” I ask. Kinga babysits a toddler on Queen Jadwiga Street during the day.


“Sad.” She pouts. “I told him I was leaving for Italy soon. We practiced how to say ciao-ciao.”


Since I met her, Kinga has been telling me that she is leaving soon. She wants to go to Rome to work as an au pair, but really anywhere will do. She said that in liceum, she tried to go to France to study, then made plans to move to Sweden with Martin, the Swedish tourist she was head-over-backside in love with. For a while she was even convinced that she would win the green card lottery to America. But nothing ever panned out.


“Have you heard from the agency?”


“They’re still trying to match me with a family.”


“How much longer do you think it will take?”


“Any time now.” She puts her hands on her hips and turns around to inventory the bottles on the shelves behind us. “If only it wasn’t for that stupid Swedish whore who elbowed her way in, I would be somewhere in Lapland with Martin by now,” she says, sighing.


Stash blows his trumpet, a few quick blasts signaling the break. He never bothers to put on the stereo, so there is only the din of voices surging in front of the bar.


“A setka,” someone shouts, and as I grab for a shot glass, three others fall over on the drying rack. Kinga springs into motion beside me. She’s been working here for three years now, and her hands are swift and nimble compared to mine, which fumble and bang against the tap and the edge of the bar.


“Are you okay?” she says as her hands dance at the tap, deftly avoiding collisions with mine. “That looks like it hurt.”


“A beer,” someone says.


“Small or large.”


“Large.”


“Three thousand.”


“And one for me.”


“Three thousand.” I grope around in the pocket of my apron for the change.


“Small Żywiec.”


“No Żywiec,” Kinga snaps. “Only Okocim.”


“Okocim then.”


“Two thousand.”


“Could I please have an orange juice, please?”


I look up. It’s a boy about my age with shaggy hair the color of dishwater.


“Orange juice and what?”


“Just orange juice . . . and nothing.”


“Two thousand.”


“Pardon me, but I . . . I’m playing tonight . . . I’m the clarinet . . . the clarinetist.”


“You are?”


“I am. I just started. Honest.”


“Come on,” a voice shouts from behind, “stop flirting and start pouring.”


“Wait your turn, Janek!” Kinga shouts back at him. She reaches over me. “He is. He just started.”


I overfill the glass of orange juice and it splashes all over my hand.


“Pale chickens,” I mutter, and he smiles.


I wipe off the glass and hand it to him.


“Thank you,” he says.


“You’re welcome.” He smiles at me again before disappearing into the crowd.


“Thank you!” Janek roars. “You’re welcome! What kind of place is this turning into? Before you know it, there will be lace tablecloths and two-night tourists.”


“If it helps, we will always be rude to you,” Kinga says.


“I thought the other one was supposed to be the witch.” Janek laughs loudly, as if he’s the funniest man in the world.


I watch the boy through the second and third sets. I try to watch Stash and the others too, but my eyes go right back to the klarnecista, everyone else disappearing around him. He reminds me of a messier version of Steve Dallas from The Sweet Smell of Success, his black T-shirt tired and fading, his pants five centimeters short and shiny from too much ironing. I can tell that he’s a year or two younger than me, and yet he’s so confident, with his lips clamped around the mouthpiece, his face damp, his hips swaying slightly with the music. Even surrounded by these legends.


Kinga catches me. “He’s cute, isn’t he?”


“What do you mean?”


“The klarnecista. Don’t pretend. Your tongue is hanging out of your mouth.”


“You don’t know his name?”


“Sure I do,” she says.


“What is it?”



“Klarnecista.” She laughs, revealing two crooked front teeth turning outward like butterfly wings. She quickly closes her lips around them.


“When did he start?”


“Last Friday, but his regular day is going to be Wed-nes-day,” and she singsongs it and taps out the syllables on my arm. “And he’s really good. Stash says that he’s a natural, that if he keeps at it, he’ll be one of the best in a few years.”


“You’re not interested in him?”


Kinga laughs again. “He’s Polish,” she says, as if it should be obvious to me. “Besides, in another few weeks, I’ll be long gone. Ciao-ciao for now.”


I look back toward the stage.


“You should talk to him.”


“Right. Just go up and talk to him.”


“Look, it doesn’t have to be about the massacre at Katyń.”


“About what?”


“Just ask him what he likes to do on the weekends, and hopefully he’ll get the idea.”


I’ve never been out on a date with a boy. The few boys in the village were like brothers to me, and I never got to know the girls at liceum well enough to meet their brothers or their cousins.


After the third set, there’s no encore or waiting around, only the scraping of chairs, the hollow clomp of empty glasses on the tables, a rush for the door. It’s almost eleven, and most people are hurrying to catch the last buses and trams. I start washing the glasses at the bar as Kinga weaves between the tables with a tray on her narrow hip, collecting the strays. The two large picnic tables along the wall are still not making any move to get up. They are foreigners—Englishmen mostly—most of them graying and paunchy. English teachers and small businessmen who either live nearby or can afford the taxi fare. They keep chatting, undisturbed by the exodus, a few Polish girls surrounding them, also sure of their rides home. Some of them lean on the shoulders of the men, some sit on their laps. They’re the same girls every week, but they seem to get passed around the group, until the gossip surrounds each of them like a cloud of gnats.
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