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Chapter 1
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The City Before Dark


Vilnius, November. The city receives you the way old buildings receive strangers: without warmth, without hostility, with the particular indifference of something that has outlasted everything you might bring to it.


* * *
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I arrived on a Tuesday, which seemed right. Tuesdays have no ceremony to them. They don’t pretend.

The train from Warsaw had taken four hours, most of which I spent with my face against the window watching the landscape flatten and then, slowly, change its mind — low hills returning, pine forests thickening, the land becoming more deliberate about itself. By the time we crossed into Lithuania it was already dark, though it was not yet four in the afternoon. November in this part of the world does not ease you into darkness. It simply closes.

I had been awake since five in the morning. Not from anxiety, or not only from anxiety — I had woken at five because I always wake early when I am moving toward something, as though the body understands before the mind does that a threshold is approaching. I had packed my bag the night before, repacked it that morning, unpacked the laptop case and repacked it with the annotated Mažiulis volumes in a different order, which made no practical difference. I was aware, doing this, that I was performing thoroughness rather than achieving it. The bag was already correct. I was buying time before the train.

I had one checked bag, a carry-on, and a laptop case that contained my dissertation notes, three annotated copies of Vytautas Mažiulis’s etymological dictionary of Old Prussian, and a photograph of my grandmother that I had been carrying in the front pocket of that bag since I was nineteen years old and first understood that the language she sometimes muttered under her breath — when she was angry, or frightened, or alone in the kitchen at night — was not nonsense. It was Lithuanian. It was just that no one had taught her she was allowed to speak it out loud.

Her name had been Ona. She died in 1998. I was eight years old. I am telling you this because it matters — not immediately, not in the way that anything in this story matters immediately, but eventually, in the way that the roots of a thing matter long after the tree has fallen.

For three hours I watched the window. The Polish countryside in November is not beautiful in any way that requires comment. It is honest. It presents itself without arrangement — fields the colour of dried wheat, tree lines that stand in rows as though they were told to, villages that appear and disappear before you have had time to form an impression. I thought about the documents I was going to find, and then I thought about the documents I might not find, which is the more accurate way to prepare for archival work. The field is full of people who set out to prove a theory and find evidence of it, which is different from setting out to find evidence and letting it organize itself into whatever shape it takes. I had spent six years working in the second mode. I had not always been patient about it.

When we crossed into Lithuania the quality of the dark changed. That sounds like the kind of observation that belongs in a journal rather than a factual account, but I mean it precisely: in Poland the dark had been the absence of light. In Lithuania it had weight. The forests were older, or looked older, the pines closer to the track, and the occasional light from a farmhouse or a roadside building seemed further away than the actual distance warranted, as though the darkness between here and there were thicker than it should be. I had read that Lithuanians have a word — ilgesys — that translates inadequately as longing but carries something more structural than the English word suggests. Something closer to the understanding that certain absences are permanent, and that the correct response to permanent absence is not grief but a particular quality of attention. The word was used of landscape as often as of people.

Sitting on that train, watching the dark gather against the glass, I thought that the landscape was doing something with that word.

Vilnius Station was larger than I expected and colder than the outside air, which is an architectural achievement of a specific kind. I stood on the platform while the other passengers moved around me with the efficiency of people who knew where they were going, and I felt, for the first time since I had accepted the fellowship, the particular quality of fear that comes not from danger but from arrival. I was here. The thing I had argued for, written for, revised three times and resubmitted through channels that kept closing and reopening like fists — it was no longer in front of me. It was underneath me. I was standing on it.

The station hall smelled of cigarette smoke and floor cleaner and the particular mineral cold of a building that is never fully heated. The departures board clicked and reset. I bought a coffee from a stand near the exit and stood with it for a moment, the cup warming my hands, watching the doors. Then I took a taxi to the apartment the university had arranged.

The driver did not speak. I did not speak. We moved through streets that were narrow and then wide and then narrow again, through a gate in an old city wall that I almost missed in the dark, into the tangle of the Old Town. The buildings here were four and five storeys, Baroque facades in ochre and pale green and the kind of white that looks grey in November light. Iron lanterns. Cobblestones that made the taxi shudder. A church whose towers I could not see the tops of.

I had researched Vilnius the way I research everything — thoroughly and without affection, as a set of facts to be organised. Population: 592,000. Established: 1323. UNESCO World Heritage Old Town, 3.6 square kilometres. Founded as a capital by Grand Duke Gediminas, who according to legend chose the site after dreaming of an iron wolf that howled like a hundred wolves, which his pagan priest interpreted as a sign that a great city would be built here, its fame echoing across the world.

None of that research had prepared me for the actual experience of moving through those streets in the dark. Facts about a place occupy a different part of the mind than the place itself. The cobblestones under the taxi wheels were not metaphorical. The cold seeping through the window glass was not historical. The shadows between the buildings were the actual shadows of those buildings, falling on stone that was wet from an earlier rain and dark with centuries of weather and carrying, somehow, the specific quality of a city that is accustomed to being misunderstood. I had read about Vilnius. Sitting in that taxi, I understood that reading had been a different activity entirely from being here.

Sitting in that taxi, watching the old stones move past the window, I thought about the iron wolf. I thought about how much of what gets built in this world begins with someone’s dream that someone else interpreted.

The apartment was on Šv. Jono gatvė — Saint John’s Street — on the third floor of a building whose stairwell smelled of damp plaster and something underneath the damp plaster, older and less definable. Stone, perhaps, or the particular smell of a wall that has been cold for centuries and has stopped pretending otherwise. The staircase was narrow, the steps worn in the centre from the accumulated passage of people who had lived here through occupations and relocations and the various administrative reorganisations of the twentieth century, each of which had rearranged who was allowed to live where and under what name. I thought about that as I climbed. Three floors. How many people had carried how many bags up these steps, arriving at something they hoped would be a beginning.

The apartment itself was clean and spare: a bed, a desk, a radiator that worked, windows that looked out over a narrow courtyard. On the courtyard’s far side was a stone wall. On the stone wall, a single iron bracket that had once held a lantern and now held nothing.

I stood at the window for a while before I unpacked. The courtyard below was empty. A square of grey cobblestone, a drainpipe along the wall, a single tree that had lost its leaves and stood with its bare branches held slightly upward in the posture, I thought, of something that expects nothing from November but is not yet defeated by it. The iron bracket. The absence of the lantern it had been built to hold. I noticed, cataloguing this, that I was doing the thing I do when I am managing a new situation — filing details, organising them, building a picture of a place from its elements the way an archivist builds a picture of a collection from its components, before attempting to read any of it as a whole.

I unpacked only what I needed for the morning. I did not sleep well.

* * *
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Vilnius University occupies a full city block in the heart of the Old Town, which is to say it does not sit within the city so much as constitute a portion of it. From the street, you might mistake the outer walls for the walls of a monastery or a fortress — which is not entirely wrong, since the Jesuits who founded it in 1579 understood that knowledge and power share the same architecture. The main entrance opens onto the first of thirteen courtyards, each connected to the next by passageways that are never quite straight, so that moving through the complex feels less like navigation than like translation — each courtyard a different sentence in the same long argument the building has been making for four hundred years.

I arrived at eight-forty in the morning, twenty minutes before I was supposed to meet Professor Vainis. I arrived early everywhere. It was a habit I had developed not from punctuality but from the need to see a room before anyone in it had arranged their face for me.

The air outside the main gate was the particular cold of a morning that intends to stay cold, a cold with no inclination toward the afternoon. My breath fogged. The cobblestones on the street outside the entrance were darker in the grout lines from overnight damp. I had dressed for the archive: layers, wool, the kind of clothes that are meant to be worn rather than noticed. I had my bag, my notebook, and the two documents I had brought from Toronto — the Jaunius letter, in photocopy, and my grandmother’s three pages, in the archival sleeves I had made for them myself from acid-free card. They were wrapped in a separate folder inside the laptop case. I had not taken them out since leaving the airport.

The courtyard inside the main gate was empty at that hour. Frost on the cobblestones. A crow on the lip of the well at the centre, watching me with the particular attention of something that considers itself the senior resident. The facades of the buildings surrounding the courtyard were limestone, darkened at the base and pale above, with tall narrow windows that reflected the sky rather than revealing anything behind them.

I stood there longer than I needed to.

The crow watched. It had the quality, standing there on the stone lip of the well, of something that had been present long enough to form opinions. I was aware that this was a projection — a crow is not judging you; it is assessing whether you constitute a threat or a food source — but the awareness did not entirely cancel the effect. There is something about being observed by something that has no investment in your project that produces a particular kind of clarity. You are simply a person standing in a courtyard that existed before you and will exist after you, with your documents and your theory and your borrowed fellowship, and the question of whether any of it amounts to anything is entirely your own to answer.

Then I looked left, down the passageway toward the second courtyard, and saw the East Wing.

I should say: I had looked at maps of the university before coming. I had looked at photographs. I knew that the East Wing was the newest addition to the complex — newer being relative; it was built in the eighteenth century — and that it had been closed during the Soviet era, its contents sealed in 1949 and not officially reopened until six months ago, when the university’s centenary commission had completed its review of the archive access protocols. I knew all of this the way you know things you have read. What I had not understood, from maps and photographs, was the quality of the building itself.

It was darker than the rest of the complex. Not dirtier — the limestone was the same — but the shadow fell differently on it, or the shadow lasted longer, or perhaps it was simply that the windows were narrower there, and fewer of them, and the iron bars across the lowest windows had rusted to the colour of dried blood. The passageway that led to it from the second courtyard was gated. The gate was open, but it was the kind of open that made you aware of the gate — made you understand that open was a condition it could revoke.

I looked at it for perhaps thirty seconds. Longer than thirty seconds, probably. I am imprecise about time when I am observing something closely, because close observation requires a suspension of clock-time, a move into a different register where the only duration that matters is the duration of the looking. The East Wing looked back. That is not a precise thing to say and I am not entirely certain what I mean by it, only that there was something in the proportion of shadow to stone, in the narrowness of those barred windows, in the stillness of the gated passageway, that produced in me the same response that certain documents produce — the sense that something is preserved here that is not, and perhaps never was, intended for you.

I noted the feeling. I filed it. Then I went to find Professor Vainis.

* * *
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His office was on the second floor of the main building, up a staircase whose banisters had been worn smooth by four centuries of hands. The door was heavy oak, the kind that doesn’t creak — it sighs, as if it has been holding its breath.

I knocked. He said, in English, come in.

Aleksas Vainis was sixty-one years old and looked, in that first moment, like someone who had been painted rather than born — a figure in an oil portrait stepped down from the frame and arranged, carefully, in a leather chair behind a desk. He was slim, silver-haired, with the particular posture of a man who had spent decades being the most important person in every room and had learned to carry that fact lightly, as a courtesy to others. His desk was not cluttered. A man who lets clutter accumulate is a man who has not yet decided what matters. Vainis had decided.

The desk itself was worth noting. A single manila folder, closed. A pen. A glass of water. A framed photograph turned at an angle that kept its face from the visitor’s side. Whatever he had been doing before I knocked had been put away before I entered, and the doing of that — the anticipatory organisation of a desk surface before a meeting — told me something about how he approached other people. He arranged the terms in advance. He decided what you would see.

He looked at me for a moment before he spoke. People who are very good at reading other people do this — they take a moment, not from slowness but from the desire to read accurately.

“Miss Voss,” he said. Not Dr. Voss. Not yet. “Welcome to Vilnius.”

His English was precise in the way that second languages, properly learned, are always more precise than first ones. He used the full weight of every word. There was no slack in his sentences, no filler, no the-sort-of or you-know-what-I-mean. He said what he meant and then he stopped. I found myself, in the pause after he spoke, slightly uncertain how to proceed, which I thought was probably intentional — not unkindly, but as a way of establishing from the outset where the gravity in the room was located.

“Thank you for the fellowship,” I said. “I’m aware it was competitive.”

“It was,” he agreed. He did not say: and you earned it. He said: “Your proposal was specific. I have little patience for vague proposals. The field is full of people who want to study language in the abstract, as a system. You want to study a particular document that may or may not exist. That is a different kind of courage.”

“Or a different kind of foolishness,” I said.

He smiled at that. It was a careful smile — the smile of a man who reserves the genuine version for private use. “Sit down, Miss Voss. Let me tell you about the archive.”

What he told me: the East Wing archive contained approximately forty thousand documents spanning the period from 1700 to 1991. The collection had been partially catalogued in the 1930s, then sealed in 1949 when the Soviet administration relocated several departments and restricted access to materials deemed politically sensitive. The unsealing six months ago had produced an incomplete catalogue — the archivists were still working through the boxes — and access was granted on a case-by-case basis, with researchers assigned to specific sections based on their stated research parameters.

My stated research parameters were: pre-Soviet Baltic linguistic manuscripts, specifically any material related to an eighteenth-century collection referenced in an 1891 letter by linguist Kazimieras Jaunius as containing evidence of a pre-Christian Baltic written tradition. Most scholars considered Jaunius’s reference apocryphal. I did not. My grandmother had, in the last year of her life, shown me three pages of what she called the old writing — documents she had brought out of Lithuania in 1949 sewn into the lining of a coat. I had those three pages. I needed the rest.

As he spoke, he did not look at me constantly. He looked at the middle distance, the particular focus of a man reciting from memory, and then at intervals he would return his gaze to my face, briefly, to confirm that I was keeping up. It was a professor’s rhythm — the rhythm of someone who has delivered a great deal of information to a great many people and has learned to calibrate for comprehension without slowing down for it. I matched his pace and said nothing, because interrupting a man like Vainis before he has finished telling you what he intends to tell you accomplishes nothing except informing him that you have not understood what kind of room you are in.

“Your section will be cases forty-seven through sixty-one in the East Wing reading room,” Vainis said. “You will have access Monday through Friday, eight in the morning until six in the evening. The archivist, Benediktas, will issue you a key card this afternoon. You will not photograph documents without written permission. You will not remove documents from the reading room. You will sign the register every morning.”

“Of course,” I said.

“One other thing.” He paused, the pause of a man who has prepared what he is about to say. “The archive is not fully organised. You will encounter materials that fall outside your designated section. If you encounter such materials, you will note their location in the register and set them aside. You will not read them.”

I looked at him.

“There are documents in that archive,” he said, “that have not been reviewed by the commission. Until they are reviewed, access is restricted. This is a condition of your fellowship, Miss Voss. Not a suggestion.”

“Understood,” I said.

He held my gaze a moment longer than the exchange required. Then he nodded once, picked up the pen on his desk, and looked down at the papers in front of him — the elegant, unhurried gesture of a man who has returned to more important business.

I was dismissed.

I stood, gathered my bag, and walked to the door. With my hand on the old iron handle, I turned back. I don’t know why. Instinct, perhaps, or the habit of wanting one more look.

He was not reading. He was watching me. And his face, in that unguarded moment between my turning and his composing himself, held an expression I did not have a name for then.

I have one now. But that comes later.

I went out into the corridor and pulled the door shut behind me. From somewhere below — from the direction of the East Wing, I thought, though I couldn’t be certain — came the sound of a door closing. Heavy. Final. The way things close when they have been closed many times before and expect to be closed many times again.

I stood in the corridor for a moment, my hand still on the doorframe.

Then I went to find the archivist, and my key card, and the beginning of everything that followed.
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Chapter 2
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The Department


There is a particular social ecosystem that forms around a brilliant man who has held the same position for a long time. It has the structure of a solar system: everything orbits, and the orbits are not chosen — they are assigned, by gravity, by the brilliant man’s attention or the withdrawal of it. The people in those orbits learn to read small signals as large ones. A glance becomes a verdict. A question becomes a gift. I had grown up adjacent to this kind of ecosystem — not inside it. I knew how it worked. I had studied it from outside the glass the way you study a country you want to immigrate to: carefully, with a specific kind of longing, and a specific kind of dread.


* * *
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The Department of Philology occupied the second and third floors of the building adjacent to the East Wing, connected to the main complex by the covered passageway between the third and fourth courtyards. It was a building that had decided, somewhere around 1850, that it had nothing left to prove architecturally and had spent the subsequent 175 years accumulating evidence of that decision: uneven floors, radiators that clicked through the night like something trying to communicate, a corridor on the third floor where the ceiling was so low that tall people walked with a slight unconscious bow, as if the building had trained them into deference.

The passageway itself was worth noting — a narrow covered walkway of grey stone with a vaulted ceiling and no windows, lit by two iron fixtures that produced the particular yellow light of fixtures installed sometime in the mid-twentieth century and not replaced since. It smelled of cold and old mortar and, faintly, of the cigarette someone had recently smoked at the far end. The passageway was perhaps thirty metres long. It felt longer. This was, I would eventually understand, the architectural grammar of the entire complex: distances that expanded inside your body even as they contracted on any map.

Benediktas, the archivist, was eighty-eight years old and had the quality of a man so thoroughly embedded in a place that the place had begun to grow around him, the way a tree grows around a fence post. He issued my key card without speaking, produced a laminated sheet of archive rules which I suspected had not been updated since the 1990s, and pointed, with one crooked finger, at a handwritten register in a leather binder on the counter between us.

The counter itself was a study in a particular kind of time. The leather binder was dark with handling along the spine, the pages inside it visible at the edge as a tight stack of ruled columns filled with signatures going back — when I glanced without appearing to — at least a decade. The key card Benediktas slid across was attached to a plain metal ring, the ring worn to a dull shine. Everything in his small entrance hall had this quality: things that had been used the same way so many times that use had become their nature.

“Sign every morning,” he said. His English was heavily accented and entirely competent — the English of a man who learned it from books and uses it as a tool, not a performance.

“Professor Vainis mentioned,” I said.

“Then do it.” He looked at me for a moment with the steady, unhurried assessment of someone who has watched a great many researchers arrive, and a great many researchers leave, and has formed conclusions about the predictive value of first impressions. Whatever conclusion he formed about mine, he kept it. He returned to the ledger he had been writing in before I arrived — a different ledger from the register, larger, with columns he filled in a small, precise hand — and I understood the interaction was over.

I was crossing the third courtyard back toward the main building when I heard my name.

Not my full name. “Voss.” Called from behind and slightly above, from the direction of the second-floor window of the philology building, which was open despite the cold.

I turned. Lukas Strelka was leaning on the sill with the practiced ease of someone who had claimed this window as a vantage point some years ago and saw no reason to relinquish it. He was thirty-one, dark-haired, with the sharp-featured, slightly gaunt look that can mean either asceticism or anxiety — in his case I would later understand it was both, braided together so tightly they had become indistinguishable. He was wearing a dark coat over what appeared to be yesterday’s shirt, and he held a cigarette in the way that people hold cigarettes when they are thinking about something other than the cigarette. Not smoking it, precisely. Holding it. Using it as a prop for a train of thought that had nothing to do with nicotine.

The third courtyard was open to the sky and the sky was the colour of cold concrete. My breath fogged. The frost on the cobblestones from the morning had not fully lifted; there were still pale patches of it in the shadows of the arcade along the east side, in the places where the November sun never quite reached. I was aware, standing there with my key card and my laminated rules sheet, of how exposed the courtyard was — how visible from multiple windows, multiple corridors, multiple angles. The architecture arranged observation as its default condition.

“You’ve just come from Benediktas,” he said. Not a question.

“Key card,” I said, holding it up.

“He didn’t speak to you.”

“He spoke.”

“He gave you the sheet.”

“Yes.”

Lukas nodded slowly, as if this confirmed something. He drew on the cigarette and exhaled without looking at it. “He gave me the sheet in 2019. I still don’t know what half of it means. Come up. Elena wants to look at you.”

I noticed the phrasing. Not meet you. Look at you. I noticed it and I filed it and I went up.

* * *
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The departmental common room was on the second floor: a long room with three tall windows facing the courtyard, a table that could seat eight and usually seated three, a coffee machine that was clearly the room’s most important piece of infrastructure, and bookshelves that lined every wall from floor to ceiling and had, long ago, run out of shelf space and begun to colonise the floor in lateral stacks. The room smelled of coffee and paper and, underneath both, the particular smell of a space that has been argued in for a very long time.

I catalogued it the way I catalogue every room I enter for the first time: what is present, what has been moved recently, what has been there long enough to leave marks. The table had rings from cups going back years; someone had tried, once, to sand one section of it and stopped. The chair at the head had slightly more wear than the others on its armrests. The whiteboard on the far wall had been erased but not cleanly — beneath the current writing were the ghost traces of earlier writing, going back through multiple layers like a palimpsest. The window that faced the East Wing had, on its sill, a single smooth stone that someone had placed there deliberately and that had been there long enough to collect a ring of faint dust around its base.

Elena Rask was standing at the window when I came in, which I would later understand was her habitual position — standing rather than sitting, at the window rather than in the room, available but not fully committed to being present. She was forty-five, with close-cropped dark hair going silver at the temples and the kind of fine-boned face that registers everything and reveals nothing. She wore a grey wool sweater and dark trousers and no jewellery except a watch, and she looked at me the way she would look at a new source document: thoroughly, and without the pretence that she hadn’t already formed a preliminary judgement.

The window she stood at faced the covered passageway and, at its angle, the gated entrance to the East Wing. I noted this. I did not know yet whether she was looking at it deliberately or whether the window was simply the window, and the position was simply the position, and I was reading significance into the unremarkable fact of a person standing near light. But I noted it.

“Mara Voss,” she said. “Diaspora Lithuanian. University of Toronto. Pre-Christian Baltic linguistic manuscript.” She said this as if reading from a file she had memorised. “Vainis is interested in your three pages.”

I felt the small shock of that — that she knew about the pages, which I had included in my application as supporting evidence of the manuscript’s probable existence. It was not secret information. I had simply not expected to encounter it rephrased as a fact about Vainis’s interest rather than about my research. The distinction mattered. Her version made the pages into a thing he wanted. My version made them into evidence I was presenting. These were not the same thing.

“He didn’t mention them this morning,” I said.

“He wouldn’t, the first meeting.” She turned back to the window. “He’ll mention them when he’s decided how interested he is. Sit down. Lukas will make you coffee.”

Lukas, behind me, made a sound that might have been assent or resignation.

“You don’t have to,” I said.

“I was going to make it anyway,” he said, which could have been hospitable or could have been a precise communication that my presence had not altered his plans. I sat down.

The coffee machine was an older Italian model, the kind that produces excellent espresso through a process that sounds like minor industrial machinery. It had been modified, I noticed — a second portafilter hanging on a hook to the side, the drip tray replaced with a slightly larger one, small adaptations made by someone who used it seriously and often. Lukas moved through the process without looking at it, which meant he had done it enough times to think about something else entirely. He was thinking about something else entirely. The cigarette had gone out in a small ceramic tray by the window, half-finished, and he had not lit another one, but his hand moved toward the tray once and then didn’t.

Tomasz Brandt arrived four minutes later, while the coffee was brewing, with the slightly breathless quality of someone who is always narrowly not late. He was twenty-nine, tall, with a broad open face and the particular social manner of a person who has learned that appearing slightly unorganised puts other people at ease — whether this was calculation or genuine temperament I could not immediately determine. He was German; his English had the rounded vowels of someone who had learned it in Britain. He carried a messenger bag that appeared to contain, from the sound it made when he set it down, approximately fifteen books.

He pulled off a scarf — long, dark red, the kind of scarf that has been owned long enough to soften — and dropped it over the back of a chair with the automatic ease of someone returning to a familiar place. He registered my presence without surprise, which told me he had been told I was coming, or had encountered enough new researchers here that one more had ceased to require adjustment.

“You’re the Canadian,” he said, sitting across from me and pushing a stack of journals to the side to make room for his elbows. He said it without any particular charge — just as a coordinate.

“Mara,” I said.

“Tomasz. I’m here for the YIVO materials, theoretically.” He said theoretically with a brief, private smile that I didn’t understand then. “Though Benediktas has been ’organising’ them since September, which in his vocabulary means I’m not allowed to see them yet.”

“What are the YIVO materials?” I asked, though I knew. It is often more useful to hear how someone describes a thing than to rely on your own prior knowledge of it.

“Pre-war collection. The YIVO Institute — it was a Yiddish academic institute, founded here in Vilnius in 1925, one of the most significant centres of Jewish scholarship in Europe. When the Nazis came in 1941, they looted the library — the Einsatzstab, the cultural looting unit. Part of the collection ended up in Frankfurt, part was hidden by a group of scholars the YIVO people call the Paper Brigade, and part just... dispersed. Ended up in various collections across the city.” He paused. The brief pause of a person choosing how much to say. “There’s a belief — documented, actually, in a 1947 letter — that a portion of the collection came here, to the university archive, before the sealing. No one has been able to confirm it. Until now, possibly.”

“Possibly,” Elena said from the window, without turning around. The word landed with a weight I couldn’t yet calibrate. Not dismissal. Not agreement. Something more precise than either — the word of a person who has watched many people arrive with possibly and has learned to stay exactly at the edge of it.

Lukas set three cups on the table and one on the windowsill near Elena, who did not acknowledge it but would, I noticed, drink it within the next ten minutes. He sat at the head of the table — the chair at the head of the table, the one with the slightly more worn armrests — and wrapped both hands around his cup and looked at me. His hands were the hands of someone who wrote by hand rather than typing, I noticed: ink-stained at the side of the right index finger, a faint callus where a pen would rest.

“How long is your fellowship?” he said.

“One semester. Through March.”

“And if you find the manuscript?”

“Then I’ll have a dissertation.”

“And if you don’t?”

I looked at him. He was asking me this with the directness of someone who considers himself entitled to ask direct questions, but underneath the directness was something else — a very precise attention, a measuring quality. He was not asking out of curiosity. He was asking to hear my answer, and he was listening to it the way you listen to an answer you intend to remember.

“Then I’ll have a dissertation about why the manuscript may have existed and where it went,” I said. “The absence of a thing is also evidence, if you document it carefully enough.”

Something shifted in his expression — too quickly for me to catch. He looked down at his cup.

“Vainis said the same thing to me once,” he said. “About a different manuscript.”

The sentence hung there. I waited to see if he would continue. He didn’t. He turned the cup once in his hands, a small rotation, and then was still.

* * *
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At one o’clock, Vainis appeared.

I say appeared because that was the quality of it — not arrival, but appearance, as if the room had been waiting for the right context and he was the context. He came in without knocking, which told me this was his room in the way that a supervisor’s room is always also the supervisor’s room, regardless of whose name is on the door. He carried nothing. He stood at the head of the table — Lukas had, without visible transition, moved to a different chair — and he looked at us with the satisfied, slightly abstracted expression of a man surveying something he has built.

The room did something when he entered. Not dramatically — no one stood, no one spoke — but the quality of attention in it reorganised. Elena turned from the window, not all the way toward him but part of the way, enough. Tomasz moved his journals to a tidier stack. Lukas had his hands on the table and was looking at the far wall. Small adjustments. The recalibration of an orbit.

“Lunch,” he said. “There’s a place on Pilies gatvė. We go on Tuesdays.”

I understood I was included in the we and that this was not an invitation. It was an orientation.

* * *
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The restaurant was three streets away, down a passage between two buildings so narrow that two people couldn’t walk it side by side, opening onto a small square I would not have found alone. Inside: dark wood, candles in the middle of the afternoon because the windows were small and the sky outside was the colour of old pewter, a menu that Vainis ordered from without consulting, in Lithuanian, while the rest of us settled into our chairs.

The candles were the practical kind, not decorative — thick white columns in plain holders, the kind that burn for hours. The tablecloths were linen, slightly yellowed at the folds in the way of linen that is washed and dried correctly and stored a long time. The smell was meat and bread and woodsmoke from a fireplace at the far end that I could hear more than see from where we were sitting. It was the smell of a room that has been warm for a long time. After the cold of the courtyards and the passageway and the lobby of the philology building, it had a physical quality, almost structural — as if warmth here were something you leaned against rather than merely noticed.

This was where I began to understand the dynamics.

Lukas sat to Vainis’s right — the position of a favoured student, close enough to be spoken to directly, far enough to demonstrate that the proximity was earned rather than assumed. He spoke when spoken to and occasionally offered observations that Vainis would receive with either a nod or a silence, and Lukas read the difference between the nod and the silence with the practised attention of someone who has been reading those signals for years. The nod meant the observation was acceptable. The silence meant it was being considered, or it meant it was being set aside, and Lukas always knew which, in a way that I could not yet read.

Elena sat across from Lukas. She and Vainis spoke to each other with the compressed fluency of people who have had most of their important conversations already and are now communicating in shorthand. When she disagreed with something he said — and she disagreed twice, both times about the implications of a recent article in a journal I hadn’t read — she did so without softening it, and he listened without dismissing it, and then he dismissed it. She accepted this with no visible reaction. This was, I understood, not resignation. It was the particular composure of a person who has made her argument and knows she has made it and is content to let the record stand.

Tomasz watched everything, eating steadily, making occasional remarks that functioned as social punctuation — light enough to ease tension, specific enough to demonstrate that he was paying attention. He had the skill, I noticed, of directing a question to the person in the room who most needed to speak. It was a generous skill. It was also possible that it was tactical, and I could not yet determine which.

He directed one to me.

“Do you read Lithuanian?” he asked. “Or is your connection to it more... inherited?”

A gentle question with a sharp interior. My connection to Lithuanian was entirely inherited — my grandmother’s muttered fragments, my father’s deliberate silence on the subject, three pages of manuscript sewn into a coat lining. My reading knowledge was functional but not fluent. I had learned enough to work with the materials I expected to find.

“I read it,” I said. “I’m less fluent in the spoken language.”

“Your grandmother was Lithuanian,” Vainis said. Not a question. He had read my application file.

“Yes.”

“She came to Canada when?”

“1949.”

A pause. I saw Elena look up from her plate. I saw Lukas’s hand still briefly on his glass. The candle between us burned without moving. The fire at the far end of the room made a small sound, a settling.

“1949,” Vainis repeated. The same word, the same year, but it sounded different in his mouth — weighted, like a stone dropped into water. “She would have left just before the archive was sealed.”

“Yes,” I said.

He looked at me for a moment, and I had the sensation — the first of what would become a familiar sensation — that the conversation had two layers, and I was only hearing one of them.

“Well,” he said, and picked up his fork. “You have her timing, at least.”

I did not know what that meant. I wrote it down in the small notebook I kept in my coat pocket, that night, when I was back in the apartment on Saint John’s Street. I wrote: He said: you have her timing. What does he know about her timing? What did 1949 mean to him?

Beneath that I wrote: The East Wing gate. Open in a way that knows it can close.

Beneath that, because I was tired and the apartment was cold and I was trying to be honest with myself: I like them. That’s the problem. I already like all of them, and I don’t know any of them, and in my experience those two things together are the precise conditions under which I stop seeing clearly.

I closed the notebook. The radiator clicked. Outside, in the narrow courtyard, a wind moved through the empty iron bracket on the wall and made, briefly, a sound like a single note of something that had once been a song.

I turned off the light and lay in the dark and listened to the city hold its breath.
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Chapter 3
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Access


The first thing you learn about old archives is that they are organised according to the logic of the person who organised them, and that person is almost never you, and is often dead. The second thing you learn is that the organisation is never purely logical. It is also psychological. What a person files carefully and what a person files badly tells you something about what they feared losing and what they hoped would be forgotten.


* * *
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The key card did not work the first morning.

I stood at the gate to the East Wing passageway at seven-fifty-eight, pressed the card against the reader, and waited. The reader’s light stayed red. I pressed it again. Red again. I stood there for a moment — the wind coming through the passageway from the outer courtyard, cold and lateral, carrying what felt like the specific intention of making me aware that I was standing still while it was not — and then I took out my phone and looked up Benediktas’s number, which was on the laminated sheet, and called it.

He answered on the seventh ring.

“The card isn’t working,” I said.

A silence that communicated, with remarkable precision, that this was a problem of my creation.

“The gate opens at eight,” he said.

I looked at my phone. It was seven-fifty-nine.

“I’ll wait,” I said.

“Yes,” he said, and ended the call.

I put my phone away and stood with my hands in my coat pockets and
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