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To Livija,
who helped me build a home from what was lost.

And to Ausma,

who waited for me there.



What is told here has happened,

although I tell it in my style and manner.

—EDUARDO GALEANO

I looked to the sky and to the ground and straight ahead
and since then I have been writing a long letter to the dead
on a typewriter that has no ribbon, just a thread of horizon
so the words knock in vain and nothing sticks.

—TOMAS TRANSTROMER, Baltics

I am wandering, lost
In my father’s fields:
Where I left a meadow
I found a birch grove.

—FROM THE LATVIAN FOLK SONGS/TONE POEMS
KNOWN AS THE DAINAS
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l HE ROAD I must travel to reach my grandmother’s lost

village is like tracing the progression of an equation
designed to restore lost time. Each kilometer that carries me
from Riga seems to subtract five years.

First there are the gas stations and Swedish supermarket
chains, signs ever burning, Next come the old Soviet-era apart-
ment buildings, stubborn blocks of concrete and pebble-dash,
their facades brittle and peeling like the skin of old wasps’
nests. Down in the parking lots, old women pile bones for the
stray cats.

From this point, the land begins its reclaiming, grass and
Queen Anne’s lace rooting through abandoned concrete slabs.
Occasionally, a house will appear, canted and suffering, maybe
with a slope-shouldered figure poking at a smoldering brush
pile in the yard. But just as quickly, these glimpses are smoth-
ered by the trees.

Sometimes a house stands still long enough to admit that
it is abandoned, portions of the roof skinned away to reveal
blackberries growing on the inside, the surrounding fields
neck-high and riotous.

Soon the village center announces itself: first come the
thumps of the railroad tracks and then the houses, clad in
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The center holds for a few more seconds and then abruptly'
it gives up and lets the fields resume their patter: rapeseed, rye,
rapeseed, rye.

Eventually, the fields stop just long enough to take a breath,
revealing a long rutted driveway.

At the end sits a home made from brick, modern by the
standards of the countryside, clearly built within the last sixty
years, after the Second World War, though the sun and the
snow and the rain have worried it to the point of exhaustion,

The yard s still, except for three chickens, muttering and
picking their way across tindered grass. The house acts as if it
is empty, though I know someone is inside, waiting for me.

I sit for a moment, listening to the car’s cooling engine, the
chickens clapping their beaks, skimming the air for insects
can't see.

And just as [ am trying to think of what I want to say—
how ro introduce myself to someone I have always and never
known—the door to the little house opens, and I see my

grandmother.

Of course, by this time, my grandmother, the woman who
raised me, has been dead for more than five years.




“Verzemnieks does not shirk from confronting
the extremities of human behavior; but she also
gives us the rich textures of a world in which poetic
mythology coexists with sophisticated modernity, the
dead mingle with the living, and the hardships of a
traumatic past are countered by the strength of
memory and of lasting attachments.”

—EVA HOFFMAN,

author of Exit into History

“The astute reportorial sensitivity of a master
Eastern European historian like Timothy Snyder,
as filtered through the lyric sensibility of a Garcia

Mairquez, and suffused in the aching nostalgia

of a latter-day Proust.”
—LAWRENCE WESCHLER,
author of The Passion of Poland

“Poetic, melancholy, colored by the dark beauty of the
northern landscape, this memoir of loss and recovery from

\t\\.

. the tragedies of the twentieth century will linger in your
;‘ imagination, widen your historical perspective, and make
1‘-’ you grateful that language has such power.”

—D.J. WALDIE,
author of Holy Land: A Suburban Memoir

! “An exquisite book for the ages as it unfolds from its
1 first mysterious sentence into a masterpiece about war,
survival, memory, and, most movingly of all,

human need.”
ITRUONG DAL HOC CONG
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