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Аннотация
SVETLANA ALEXIYEVICH constructs powerful narrative collages out of «live human voices» culled from her interviews with witnesses to and participants in the most shattering national events. Her «Landscape of Loneliness» shows how tragic social circumstances deprive people of ability to experience and enjoy love.MARIA ARBATOVA's frank and witty «My Name is Woman» takes place in an abortion clinic where the heroine reflects on her failed love affair and women's submissive role in love and life.NINA GORLANOVA sets her «How Lake Jolly Came About» in the closed world of a maternity ward. As a new life is born the town is being flooded and the inhabitants are moved to a new location.ANASTASIA GOSTEVA's heroine («Closed Americas») attempts to run away from herself and her unrequited love, which is in fact a desperate effort to come to terms with herself.LUDMILA PETRUSHEVSKAYA's absurd middle-aged heroine (in «Waterloo Bridge») finds she has fallen in love with a character in a movie. Seeing the film again and again, she experiences the romantic love she never had in real life.MARGARITA SHARAPOVA draws on her unique personal experience as a circus animal tamer to juxtapose the small world of the circus to the harsh wide world of today's Russia in her brilliantly crafted «ComFuture».OLGA SLAVNIKOVA depicts a Ural town where most men are involved in the illegal mining and cutting of precious stones. «Krylov's Childhood» combines memorable characters with rich ethnographic detail.NATALIA SMIRNOVA paints a disquieting picture of a provincial town where two cultivated women must survive amidst crude working-class surroundings. Her prose is deep and subtle, but by no means female.LUDMILA ULITSKAYA's «Women's Lies» look at women who lie with verve just to escape dreary reality. Permeated with a tolerant humorous warmth, her stories exemplify that strand in the humanist tradition that neither denounces nor deifies, but attempts to understand human psychology in its infinitely numerous manifestations.
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SVETLANA ALEXIYEVICH
LANDSCAPE OF LONELINESS: THREE VOICES


Translated by Joanne Turnbull.

VOICE ONE

When he said: «I love you,» but didn't yet love me, didn't realize how deeply he'd fall in love, I said: «What does that mean? That word?» He hesitated and looked at me with such interest. I guess it was time and he decided he had to say it. Typical story. Classic. But for me love's a strange word… A short word… Too small to contain everything that was going on in me, everything that I felt. Then he left. We'd meet again, of course, the next day, but even before the door closed I began to die, I began to die a physical death, my whole body ached. Love's not a glorious feeling, not at all glorious, or not only glorious… You find yourself in a different dimension… life is shrouded, veiled, you can't see anyone, can't throw yourself into anything, you're in a cocoon, a cocoon of insane suffering which grinds up everything that happened yesterday, the day before yesterday, that may happen tomorrow, everything that happened to him before you, without you. You stop caring about the world; all you do is this work, this work of love. I dreamed about how happy I'd be when it ended. How happy I'd be! At the same time, I was afraid it would end. You can't live at that temperature. Delirious. In a dream. I'd suffered before him, ranted and raved, been jealous, I'd had a lot of men, I'm no prude, but what he gave me, no one had… He was the only one… We were soul mates, each other's whole world. No one gave me that experience of self-sacrifice, I suppose… He didn't even give me a child… Even… A child? No, he didn't… And I'm a good mother… (Searches for words). Love throws you into the very depths of yourself, you dig and you dig, sometimes you like what you find, other times you're frightened. Love blinds you and makes a fool of you, but it also gives you greater knowledge. This woman said hello to him, and right away I knew she was his first love, they chatted about this and that, very social and what you'd expect. But I knew it… Knew she was the one… She didn't look at me, didn't even glance in my direction, there was no curious stare: who are you with, how are things? There wasn't anything except some sweet gestures. But I sensed something. They huddled together, together in the middle of a big crowd, a human torrent, as if there were a bridge between them. Like an animal I sensed something… Maybe because, before, when we happened to drive along that street, past those particular buildings, he always had this look on his face, this way of looking at those shabby, perfectly ordinary entrances… Something like that, that science can neither prove nor refute, that we can't understand, can't understand. (Again searches for words). I don't know… I don't know…
We were on the metro, we worked together, we taught at the same college and went home the same way. We were colleagues. We didn't know yet, I didn't know, but it had already begun… It had already begun… We were on the metro… And suddenly he said gaily:
«Are you seeing anyone?»
«Yes.»
«Like him?»
«Not really.»
«How about you?»
«Yes.»
«Like her?»
«No, not really.»
And that was all. We went into a store together, he pulled an antediluvian string bag — by then they seemed funny — out of his pocket and bought some macaroni, cheap sausage, sugar, and I don't know what else, a classic selection of Soviet products. Lump sugar… Cabbage pies in a greasy paper bag… (Laughs). I was married at the time, my husband was a big boss, we didn't live that way, I lived a completely different life. Once a week my husband brought home a special food package (they were doled out at work) of hard-to-come-by delicacies: smoked sturgeon, salmon, caviar… We had a car… «Help yourself, the pies are still hot,» he ate them on the run. (Laughs again). I was a long time coming to him, it was a difficult journey… A difficult journey… His sheepskin coat had been clumsily patched up in back with the thread showing. «His wife must have died and now he's bringing up their child alone,» I felt sorry for him. He was gloomy. Not good-looking. Always sucking heart pills. I felt sorry for him. «Oh, how Russia ruins you,» a Russian woman I met on a train once confided. She lived in the West, had for a long time. «In Russia, women don't fall in love with beauty, it's not beauty they're looking for and not the body they love, it's the spirit. Suffering. That's ours.» She sounded wistful…
We bumped into each other again on the metro. He was reading the paper. I didn't say anything.
«Do you have a secret?»
«Yes,» the question so surprised me that I answered it seriously.
«Have you told anyone?»
I felt numb: My God, here we go… My God! That's how these things begin… It turned out he was married. Two children. And I was married…
«Tell me about yourself.»
«No, you tell me about yourself. You seem to know everything about me already.»
«No, I can't do that.»
«Why?»
«Because first I'd have to fall out of love with you.»
We were going somewhere in the car, I was driving and after that remark I swerved into the opposite lane. My mind was paralyzed by the thought: he loves me. People kept flashing their lights, I was coming right at them, head-on. Who knows where love comes from? Who sends it?
I was the one who suggested it:
«Let's play?»
«Play what?»
«That I'm driving along, see you hitchhiking, and stop.»
So we started playing. We played and played, played all the way to my apartment, played in the elevator. In the hall. He even made fun of me: «Not much of a library. Schoolteacher level.» But I was playing myself, a pretty woman, the wife of a big boss. A lioness. A flirt. I was playing… And at some point he said:
«Stop!»
«What's wrong?»
«Now I know what you're like with other people.»
He couldn't leave his wife for six months. She wouldn't let him go. She swore at him. Pleaded with him. For six months. But I'd decided I had to leave my husband even if I wound up alone. I sat in the kitchen and sobbed. In the process of leaving I'd discovered that I lived with a very good person. He behaved wonderfully. Just wonderfully. I felt ashamed. For a long time he pretended not to notice anything, he acted as if nothing had happened, but at some point he couldn't stand it anymore and posed the question. I had to tell him. He was sorry he'd asked… He blurted it out but his eyes were pleading: «Don't answer! Don't answer!» I could see in them his horror at what he was about to hear. He began fussing with the kettle: «Let's have some tea.» We sat down and we had a good talk. But I answered all his questions, I confessed. He said: «Even so don't go.» I told him again… «Don't go.» That night I packed my things… (Through tears and laughter). But there too… Now we were together… There too I sobbed every night in the kitchen for two weeks, until one morning I found a note: «If it's so hard, maybe you should go back.» I dried my tears…
«I want to be a good wife. What would you like?»
«You know, no one has ever made me breakfast. I'd like you to call me to the breakfast table, that's all, I don't need anything else.»
He got up every morning at six to prepare for his lectures. I felt downcast because I was a night person, I went to bed late and got up late. This was going to be hard, it was a hard clause. The next morning, I staggered into the kitchen, threw some curd cakes together, put them on the table, sat there for five minutes, and shuffled back to bed. I did that three times.
«Don't get up anymore.»
«You don't like my breakfasts?»
«I see what a huge effort they are, don't get up anymore.»
We had a child… I was forty-one, it was very difficult even physically, I realize now, though at the time I thought: Ah, it's nothing. But it wasn't nothing. Sleepless nights. Diapers. The baby got a staff infection. Which meant twice as many diapers and washing them a special way. I felt dizzy… There weren't any pampers yet… Just diapers and more diapers… I washed them, rinsed them, dried them… Then one day I went completely to pieces: the diapers in the stove had burned up, the washing machine had overflowed and the bathroom was ankle-deep in water. I'd flooded it. The baby was screaming and I was mopping up the water with a rag. It was winter. I sat down on the edge of the bath and burst into tears. I sat there and cried. Then he walked in… He looked at me in this cold way, like a stranger… I thought he'd come rushing in to help, I thought he'd feel sorry for me. I was going out of my mind. But he just said: «How quickly you 'cracked'.» And turned around and walked out. It was like a slap in the face. I didn't even say anything back, I was so undone. Very hard… I was a long time coming to him, it was a difficult journey…
Later I understood… I understood him… He lived with his mother, who had spent ten years in the camps and never once cried and always sent jolly, humorous letters home. The letters still exist. In one she wrote: «Yesterday a very amusing thing happened. I had gone to see a flock of sheep during a blizzard. [A livestock specialist by profession, she was allowed out unescorted to treat sheep.] When I got back the guard dogs didn't recognize me — they could barely see me — so they attacked and we had a very funny tussle.» She went on to describe how they'd rolled over the steppe gnawing each other. And ended: «But now I'm fine, I'm in the hospital, they have clean sheets here.» They'd torn her flesh… Those guard dogs… He grew up among women like that… And here I was wailing because of a broken washing machine… His mother's friends had all come back from there. One woman had been so badly tortured she had a broken vertebra, but she always looked elegant and erect in her corset. Another woman… They'd taken her naked to be interrogated. Her interrogator had sensed her weak spot, he knew that by doing that he might break her. Her hair was gold, she was little, fragile. «They took you there naked?» «Yes, but that wasn't the funny part.» She had been sentenced not for political crimes, but as a socially dangerous element (SDE). As a prostitute. In a dark alley, as that heavenly creature was proceeding between two armed escorts, one of them, a backwoods boy, whispered: «You really an SDE?» «That's what they say.» «Can't be.» And he looked at her with rapture. It was a famous camp — the Aktiubinsk Camp for Wives of Traitors to the Motherland — a camp of beautiful women… They had lost everything in this life: husbands, relatives, their children were dying of hunger in orphanages. That word — «cracked» — came from there. They arrested his mother and he was left with his grandmother. His grandmother «cracked». She beat him till he was black-and-blue, screamed at him. Her son had been arrested, her daughter and her daughter's husband. She had lost face. In his diary, he wrote: «Mama, a-a-a!»
His mother… She'd come to see us at the dacha, this was many years after the camps… She had her own room at the dacha. It was a big house. And I decided to clean it. I went in — there weren't any things lying about anywhere — and began to sweep. Under the couch I found a small bundle. Just then she appeared:
«My little knickknacks,» that's what she always said: not my dresses or my shoes or my things, but my little knickknacks.
«Under the 'bed boards'?»
«I just can't get used to it.»
And what do you think she did with her miserable little bundle? Did she unpack it? Hang it up somewhere? You'll never guess… She stuffed it under the mattress…
You could listen to her forever… I was such a long time coming to him…
Prison. Night. A suffocating cell. The door opens and in walks a woman wearing a fur coat and wafting French perfume. I can't remember her name now, but she was a famous actress, she'd been arrested right after a concert. They all surrounded her and began stroking her fur coat. Smelling it. It smelled of freedom and their former female life. They were all beautiful women… Commissars always married beautiful women, with long legs and good educations, preferably from the formerly privileged classes, the ones who were left, who'd escaped notice. In Persian thread stockings. It was Nabokov who noted that the scratches life leaves on women heal, whereas men are like glass.
How much I remember, how much it turns out I remember… I was such a long time coming to him…
Nighttime… In the barracks… A young girl with long wavy hair… From an old noble family… She would sit by the hour brushing her hair and remembering her mother. One morning they woke up and she was bald. She'd pulled out all her hair, no one had a knife, of course, or scissors, she'd used her hands. They thought she'd gone crazy. What have you done to yourself? They were trying to recruit her, she said, they'd promised to let her go free on condition she become an informer. The barracks wept, but she was smiling: «I was afraid I'd falter and they'd let me go, but now there's nothing they can do, I'm bald. That's it, I'm here to stay.»
He grew up among women like that… And I was supposed to become like them… Like his mother… And I did…

VOICE TWO

Who can explain fate? No one. People are mostly unhappy no matter how much they want to be happy. It's a difficult question… I can't learn anything from other people; I can only dig around in myself. Life isn't very beautiful; it's we who make it that way in our minds. Maybe that's it, um-hum… I want to find a book about love that describes someone like me, a woman like me, not the usual heroes and princesses. I'm surrounded by ordinary life. Dislike is everywhere, all over the place: dislike for one's husband or wife, dislike for one's work, dislike for one's family. It's good I like to fantasize… My fantasies are everything to me… Tell me about a woman like me: an eight-hour workday, small apartment, small salary and vacation once a year. And I used to be very beautiful… Very beautiful when I was young…
What's my life like? I get up at six and make breakfast. Then I take the kids to kindergarten. Drop them off and go to work. It takes me an hour (with two changes). By nine I'm at work. In my office. Forms, forms, forms… Money for goods, goods for money… I'm an economist at a large factory. After work I shop for food. First one store, then another… Loaded down I run for the bus. It's the end of the workday. Rush hour. People are angry, tense. I pick the kids up from kindergarten. Get home and figure dinner out. I'm an appliance, a machine, not a woman. After dinner my husband reads the paper, the kids watch T.V., I wash the dishes, do the laundry, iron. Until midnight. Then I go to bed and set the alarm for six again… First I took the kids to kindergarten, then they walked to school, now they're in college. I had a first husband, now I have a second, but I still get up at six, still rush back and forth to work and from one chore to the next: cooking, vacuuming, shopping, washing, mending. Maybe that's it… The hardest thing to understand is our life. The hardest thing… The constant whirl… Round and round… Where's the joy? (Smiles for the first time). Here's an example… My younger son was five, wait, let me think, no, that's right, he was five. I was doing something in the kitchen, I heard him snuffling behind me. I didn't turn round, I let him sneak up on me. He pulled a stool over, climbed up onto it and hugged me from behind, around the shoulders. He hugged me hard. And I felt such a masculine tenderness…
I'm surprised… I'm astonished… More than anything I'm astonished by how short life is. People say: «When I was young», but I was young only recently, I was still young yesterday. For some reason it took me a long time to get pregnant the second time. The first time it was a snap. But the second time, I just couldn't. For three years. One day I went into a church. I stood by the Virgin and it was as if she spoke to me:
«What do you want?»
«A son.»
Maybe that's it… (Musing). No matter how far we are from the stars… No matter… They're there, watching us, looking after us, I went to bed again that night and thought, I can't remember what I thought. I'll be honest: I've always wanted to write letters to people, or rather to a certain person, I've always dreamed of meeting a person like that, even if we couldn't live together, I could write to him. Sometimes he would answer. Fantasies… Fantasies are everything… I'm sorry, I suppose, sorry that we're all lonely. (Pauses). Although no, I realize now… Women are never lonely, men are lonely. I feel sorry for them. Always. Even though they've let me down and haven't lived up to my hopes, I still feel sorry for them. I don't love them so much as I feel sorry for them. That's the main thing, the biggest confession I have to make. About my life. And actually, if I think about it, I've never known where my life is, unless it's with the children. Which is why I just cover my face with my hands and forge ahead…
My father was in the military. A veterinary doctor. We moved all over the Urals with him. Our gypsy life drove my mother to tears, as soon as we'd gotten used to one place, we'd be sent to another. When Solzhenitsyn's Gulag Archipelago first came out here, everyone was talking about it. I bought a copy and gave it to my brother. A few days later he asked me:
«Have you read it?»
«Not yet.»
«Read it. It's about everything you and I saw as children.»
I began reading… The first things to enter my mind were not pictures, but sounds. And the barking of dogs… Some kind of weeping… not human weeping, but the weeping of a violin… My brother and I, we'd run out of the house, sit on a tree stump and listen. We lived on a hill. Surrounded by the taiga. In a military settlement: a few houses for officers, a commissary in the center, and soldiers' barracks. Down below was a prison compound. A camp. In the evening someone there played the violin. Papa said: «A music professor from Moscow.» The first real music of my life. We didn't have a radio, or a gramophone and records, I'd never heard music like that before. As if someone were playing not down below, but up above… In the sky… And the barking of dogs… The camp was guarded by fierce Alsatians. And there were watch-towers…
We had a good view from up above, it was interesting.
«Look what a big bird house,» my brother pointed.
«Where?»
«Over there. A man's sitting in it with a rifle.»
Mama found us and led us away…
Papa treated sick horses. The winters in the Urals were bitterly cold. Men streamed into the taiga. In endless columns… gray… black… They were going to work. The work was backbreaking. In the taiga they made trestles out of logs, then pushed timber-loaded trolleys on metal wheels along that wooden road to the main road. There the horses helped, they pulled the draughts to the station stop. Papa always said: «I'm sorry for the horses. Car engines will stall in the cold, but these are animals.» Men in the columns collapsed. The Alsatians got them up, forced them to stand up… Black Alsatians, black men… Some of them would strip naked, their bodies exuding steam… That was how they protested when they no longer had the strength to work… Or else they wanted to die without anything on… without those black clothes… I don't know… And I still don't understand… One man put his hand down on a stump… And chopped it off… They picked up the hand, tied it to his back and made him walk the whole way to the hospital. Six miles from our settlement… Papa told us about it…
Once we saw an Alsatian tearing a man to pieces… A man who'd collapsed… «Wolf! Wolf!» I screamed. «People, help! Help!!»
Mama found us and led us away…
When Stalin died, everyone was afraid. A neighbor came and told Mama. Mama began to cry. But one officer… he was so happy he started dancing… He laughed and danced by the commissary… They locked him up in the guardhouse… (Pauses). I was a little girl… but I remember this clearly… Two men walked out of the compound carrying something. One was young, the other old. They stopped. My brother and I were playing nearby and I had two lumps of sugar in my pocket. I jumped up and ran to them. I gave them to the young man. He smiled. The old man began to cry.
Mama found us and led us away…
Maybe that's it, um-hum… From then on… from then on whenever I saw a lot of men, at a train station or a stadium, I always thought of that… Even now… I think of that… Decades later… (Happy or sad, you can't tell). I didn't pick a very good husband either. I didn't fall in love with him, I felt sorry for him… We met at a dance; he was five years older. I'd just started university, he'd already finished. He would walk me home and then stand around, he wouldn't go away. I'd look out the window and he'd be standing there in the dark, when I turned out the light he'd still be there. He froze his ears off that winter. I wasn't planning to marry anyone yet, certainly not him, but he said: «Without you I'll become a drunk. I'll fall apart.» And, actually, as soon as we became friends he stopped drinking, stopped smoking. His sisters — there were four of them, he was the only boy in the family — couldn't get over it: «He loves you, he's become a different person. Completely changed.» I thought so, too. That spring, on my birthday, he arrived with two buckets of flowers, he'd carried them around the city that way: a bucket of bird cherry in one hand, a bucket of lilacs in the other. «You're crazy!» I couldn't stop laughing. «Marry me. I'll fall apart without you.» Mama tried to talk me out of it:' That's how he is now, but one day it'll start all over again. He'll go back to drinking. And you'll feel sorry for him. My mother knew me through and through. But we got married… Maybe that's it, um-hum… I was fond of him, cooked him delicious meals. The house was always neat. I baked the pies he liked. I thought: that's what love is. A clean house and hot pies. I wanted a daughter first… The doctors made me happy: «You're going to have a girl.» I moved into my belly… (Laughs). My soul moved into my belly. Mama's advice: «When you've had your baby, ask them to bring it to you right away and make sure you kiss it. You may not want to, but you must. If you kiss it, you'll love it.» They brought me my daughter and I kissed her on the cheek. One child… Then another… A boy… My heart was full… I thought: and this is love… But he began to drink. A lot. Life was hard enough and now he wasn't bringing any money home. We lived in Perm, a big industrial city. When we were first sent there after university, it was considered well supplied, but gradually everything disappeared. Food, things. You'd walk into a store and there wouldn't even be any cans, no canned vegetables, no canned fish, nothing but three-quart jars of birch juice. As soon as any meat turned up, there was a huge line, if you started to complain — that you'd been given a bad piece or that the meat was old and refrozen — you'd be kicked out of the line. Take it, or get out of here! Everyone was angry. I guess I'm strong… A good friend of mine couldn't take it: «Life is hopeless. My husband drinks.» I remember the moment… I'm strong… He got down on his knees: «I'll fall apart without you.» I didn't believe him… not anymore. I decided to get divorced… He didn't fall apart, he found another woman who took him as he was. Here any man is in demand… Like after the war… Still… But two years after we'd divorced we were still living together in the same apartment, two small rooms — we couldn't swap them for anything. On days off he'd buy himself a carpetbag full of wine, cheap apple wine, and stretch out on the couch. Come evening I couldn't help saying: «Go eat something. You'll die of hunger.» I felt sorry for him… That was my whole first marriage… My whole love… (Laughs).
I was left with two children: a daughter in first grade and a son in kindergarten. Somehow I didn't complain, I was used to it. Whether or not I had a man in my life, the children were always my responsibility. Every year I took them to the sea, to Sochi. I never bought myself new clothes, I economized wherever I could, I wanted my children to grow up healthy. I scrimped all year to pay for our vacation. If I took them to the sea, they didn't get sick, if I didn't, they'd be home with colds all winter. And that was that. I met my second husband in Sochi; we're still together. Whether it's love or not is hard to say… I know that the woman has to feel sorry for the man… Or maybe it's just the men I meet? (Laughs). The only strong men I see are in movies… On posters… In the Marlboro ads on TV… (Laughs).
We were lying on the beach. I felt wonderful: the sea, the sun. The children were in heaven. Bronzed, beautiful, my son looked like a little black boy, that's the kind of skin he has, it loves the sun. One day, a second day… A week… Some guy was following us around, if we went on an excursion, he'd go too, if we went into the restaurant, he'd sit opposite us. Every morning we'd look for a new place to try to lose him, but he'd pick us out of the crowd. He always found us. Maybe that's it, um-hum… How can you escape fate? You can't… My son cut his foot on a sharp stone and we stayed home for a few days, didn't go to the beach. We read stories. One evening the landlady of the apartment where we were staying called to me: «Come quick!» I went to the door and there he was.
«Good evening! I found you!!»
«What of it?»
«I was afraid you'd gone away. And I don't have your address.»
«What do you need my address for?»
«I'm going to write you letters…»
«…»
«What are you doing?»
«I'm reading the children a story.»
«May I listen?»
«…»
No one ever courted me the way he did. Like in an American movie. He took me to the most expensive restaurant. We danced a lot. It was raining. We were the only ones there. We danced by ourselves: «See, I reserved the whole restaurant for you.» No one ever kissed my hands the way he did, every finger. Over and over again. He even kissed my footprints by the sea… In the sand… The first night we talked until morning… His young wife had died of cancer two years after they were married. His father, too, was in the military and had always been working. His mother raised him. His mother had wanted a daughter and brought him up like one, he was her only child. He played with dolls until he was ten and he still likes to buy them as presents. But to look at him, he was so manly, so strong. And dashing. My soul began to sing, it never had before, though my soul is easily stirred. Just touch it! Touch it and it starts to ring and sing. But at the end of the vacation I came to my senses: «I have two children. No! No!» And that's how we left it… I went to Perm, he went to Chita. We were hundreds of miles apart. I thought I'd never see him again. It had been a wonderful dream… And now I'd woken up… And didn't remember the dream… I remembered something colorful, sunny, nothing real… Just a dream…
Six months went by… He called me every day… Courted me and courted me! Every day: «I love you.» And I got used to it… I would just be thinking of him and the phone would ring. He also wrote to me. Every day. I have a suitcase full of his letters. Then he came to visit… I went to meet him… I forgot my gloves in the taxi. It was chilly out. October. He got off the train… Smiling for all he was worth… He took my hands and started warming them… Kissing them… That night he confessed: «I saw your hands and I was stunned. Everything inside me stopped.» We passed a flower shop and he bought me a bouquet of lilies. By the time we got home it was lunchtime. We sat down to eat. We laughed. Talked about last summer. Suddenly he stood up: «I feel so well here. So comfortable.» And headed for the door… As if someone were calling him… Then something absolutely incredible happened… He began to fall… Arms flailing in all directions… For a second I thought: what a joker, now he'll try to pull something! But he was already on the floor. «What happened? What's wrong with you?» «With me?» He only half heard me. Then he lost consciousness altogether… Now I was frightened: I didn't have a phone then. By the time I got down from the ninth floor, by the time I found a pay phone… A man I barely know comes to see me, and dies… Dies in my arms… I didn't know where to run? What to do? I shook him by the shoulders and screamed:
«Wake up! Wake up!»
«What's the matter?» he opened his eyes.
«Were you joking?»
«I don't remember anything. I only remember coming here…» He got up and sat down on the couch.
«What's wrong with you?»
«That's it. I'm home.»
He had lived alone for seven years. He was tired of loneliness. Of longing. Again we talked all night. Until dawn.
«What was that all about?» I asked him in the morning.
«I realized that I'd finally found you. And my heart stopped.»
At first I was very afraid of hurting him, he's so… hmm… tender… so vulnerable… The first year he was always giving me flowers, even if it was just one. He confided in me: «I don't think I loved my wife this much. She was the first woman in my life. But this is real love.» Every day some new thoughts… New words… «Now I understand why some people kill themselves because of love. Hang themselves, shoot themselves or find some other way. I didn't understand before.» Maybe that's it, um-hum… You can't remember everything… Just the bits that flash through your mind… As if you were flying along on an express train and could't distinguish anything out the window, except sometimes, like a child: «Mama, there's a car… there's a cow… there's a house…» He loves me, I believe him… We've lived together seven years. Do I love him? Let me think… Sometimes I wonder… I don't know… I don't want to admit to myself that I'm used to him, that I feel sorry for him, but don't love him. I'm spinning the wheel of life… There should be a man in the house… That's life's law, nature's law… I'm spinning that wheel… I get up every morning at six — and stand over the stove. I go to work — everything's under control. I come home — and work one more shift. He loves me, I believe him… (Laughs). He still courts me… He is so touching sometimes… But he's never hammered a single nail, he doesn't know how, if the iron burns out, I'm the one who fixes it. (Laughs). Yesterday I repaired the telephone. My sister has a PhD, she's a feminist: «You have a slave's psychology.» Yes, at home I'm a slave. Whatever my husband wants, I do it; whatever my son wants, I do it. My daughter… But at work I can stand up for myself; at work, men are afraid of me. I'll break their back. What can I do? I've grown a shell. Claws. I have a family to take care of. A home. But at home I'm a slave. That's right! I admit it. I'm an actress. Without that my house would collapse of its own weight. Maybe that's it, um-hum… I have to manage to act like a man in the outside world and like a woman at home. (Laughs). What can I do? My husband isn't a fighter. I've made my peace with that; it's not in his nature to fight. For him, life is a book. Dreams. He loves to philosophize. He was better off in Soviet times, when everything was equal and everyone the same. People didn't stick their necks out. They read a lot of books and sat around each other's kitchen tables discussing world problems. They collected stamps. But now everything's different; every day is a battle. You need to survive. To go on behaving the way we did before would, I think, be odd, absurd and dishonest. We're proud but poor. Our vacuum cleaner is twenty years old, barely turns over, the refrigerator is thirty years old. But I value my husband: he's an honest man, a good man, not an operator, not a dodger. I have a habit of taking the weak person under my wing. Sometimes when he's sad I ask him: «What are you thinking about?» «About death. Some day we'll be gone.» It's typical of a man to think about death. I think about how to economize so we can buy a new car, remodel our little dacha. Where can I earn some extra money? How can I save it? My neighbor's husband, like mine, is a teacher. Both men teach history and are paid practically nothing. Well, at night he paints apartments and hangs wallpaper, before that he sold things at an open-air market. But my husband? Never… He couldn't bear to do that. He'd be ashamed. Besides he doesn't know how. He's taken a back seat. I'm the one who keeps our house together. I've made my peace with that because I feel sorry for him… And he can be so touching… So tender…
Maybe that's love? Also love… (Pauses). I've gone over everything I've said in my mind… But to be completely… and totally honest… I'm still waiting for something… What am I waiting for?

VOICE THREE

He's walking along and… Sometimes, when I turn round, he's floating above the grass, his feet not touching the ground. That's the only way I see him in my dreams… I, of course… Talking about it has the same effect on me… (Fails silent. Then fast and full of joy). It's all sounds, sounds… But the music is inside me, I put that record on and it all comes back again. All I have to do is close my eyes… I used to be afraid of death, until I realized that nothing disappears, nothing turns to dust, everything remains. Everything that ever happened to us. You can't begin anything again. From the beginning. Sometimes I think: you don't write symphonies, don't paint pictures, but that doesn't mean they don't exist, there's so much we can't even guess at, and that leaves us hope. My God, how lucky I am to have this. I revel in my thoughts, revel in my memories, revel in myself now that I've understood. It's an androgynous existence, how could I want another man? I can't get any higher. I get as far as myself, try to catch those bits and pieces… I'm in despair sometimes, but never for long. I go on and on. The way is there and I'm in no rush…
My first husband… That was a wonderful episode. He courted me for two years, then we married and lived together for another two years. I badly wanted to marry him because I needed all of him, I didn't want him to go anywhere. I remember it as a sickness… I don't even know why I so needed all of him. Why I couldn't bear to be separated from him, why I had to see him all the time and pick fights, and fuck, fuck, fuck, endlessly. He was the first man in my life. The first time was really so… um… just interesting: I didn't know what was going on. The next time, too… and, basically… a sort of technique… And it went on like that for six months… For him, though, really, it didn't have to be me, it could just as well have been someone else. But for some reason we got married… I was twenty-two. We were students at the same music college; we did everything together. I can't remember now how it happened, the moment escapes me, but I fell in love with the male body when it belonged to me… At that point I didn't even know… I sensed it as more significant than just one man, to me it was something cosmic… You break loose from the earth and spin away somewhere… Try to spin away… (Smiles suddenly). It was a wonderful episode. It could have gone on forever or been over in half an hour. So then… I left him. Left him of my own accord. He begged me to stay. For some reason I'd decided to leave. I was so tired of him… God, was I tired of him… I was already pregnant, already showing… What did I need him for? We'd fuck, then fight, then I'd cry, then we'd fuck again. If we'd had a child… I probably should have waited but I didn't know how to then. How to wait. To have patience. I walked out, closed the door behind me and suddenly felt so glad to be gone. Gone for good. I went to my mother's, she lived here, in Moscow. He came after me that night and was completely bewildered: I was pregnant, but always dissatisfied somehow, as if something were missing. But what? I turned the page… I was very happy to have had him, and very happy not to have him anymore. My life has always been a treasure trove. Of beginnings and endings, beginnings and endings… I turned the page… (Again smiles).
Oh, giving birth to Anka was so beautiful, I liked it so much. First, my water broke: I'd been walking in the woods, for miles, and at some point, at mile X, my water broke. I didn't know what to do — did that mean I should go to the hospital right away? I waited till evening. It was bitterly cold. But I decided to go anyway. The doctor looked at me: «You'll be in labor for two days.» I called my mother: «Bring me some chocolate. I'll be here for a while.» Before morning rounds, the nurse said: «Hey, the head is already sticking out. Come with me.» I could barely walk… It was as if someone had stuck a soccer ball up there… «Quick! Quick!» the nurse screamed. «Call the doctor.» My stomach was so huge, it blocked everything, but then I saw the baby, it was coming out, that's when I began to shriek… Something started gurgling, quacking… The doctor said: «Here it comes. It's almost out,» and showed it to me: «It's a girl.» They weighed her: nearly nine pounds. «Listen, not one rip or tear. She took pity on you.» Oh, when they brought her to me the next day… Her eyes, the irises were like saucers, dark, floating, that was all I saw…
So then… It was a whole new life. I liked the way I'd begun to look. It's just that… I was suddenly so much prettier… Anka fell right into place, I loved her very much, but somehow she wasn't absolutely connected with men in my mind. Someone had made her… Conceived her… But no! She'd come from the sky… She was always independent. When she began to talk, people would ask:
«Anechka, don't you have a papa?»
«No, I have a granny instead.»
«Don't you have a dog?»
«No, I have a hamster instead.»
We were like that, she and I… All my life I was afraid of not being me. Even at the dentist's, I'd ask them not to give me any painkiller. My feelings were my feelings, good or bad: Don't disconnect me from myself. We liked each other, Anka and I. And then we met him… Gleb…
If he hadn't been who he was, I would never have married again. I had everything: a child, work, freedom. Then he appeared… absurd, nearly blind, short of breath… To let a person with such a heavy burden — twelve years in Stalin's camps, he was just a boy, sixteen, when they took him — into our world… With the burden of that knowledge… of the difference… Our life together wasn't what I'd call freedom. What was it? Why? Am I saying that I only felt sorry for him? No. It was also love. That's exactly what it was. (More to herself than to me). He's been dead seven years… And I'm even sorry that he never knew me the way I am now. Now I understand him more, I'm finally old enough for him, but he isn't here. So then… Even what I'm telling you… I'm again afraid… I'm afraid that I won't be me… It's terrifying sometimes… Like in the sea… In the sea I used to love to swim way far out until one time I became frightened — I'm alone, the water's deep, and I don't know what's down there…
(We drink some tea, talk about other things. Then, just as suddenly as they stopped, the memories start again.)
Oh, those seaside romances… Short and sweet. A small model of life. You can begin them beautifully, and end them beautifully, the way you'd like to in real life but never manage to. That's why people like to go away. So then… I had two braids and a blue polka dot dress I'd bought at Children's World the day before I left. The sea… I swam way far out, more than anything on earth I love to swim. Every morning I did exercises under a white acacia… A man came walking along, just a man, very ordinary-looking, not young. He saw me and for some reason was glad. He stood there and stared.
«Would you like me to read you some poetry tonight?»
«Maybe, but now I'm going to swim way far out.»
«I'll be waiting for you.»
He was a bad reader of poetry; he kept adjusting his glasses. But he was touching… I understood… I understood what he was feeling… The gestures, the glasses, it was all nervousness. But I have absolutely no memory of what he read, or why it must have meant so much. Feelings are separate beings… Suffering, love, tenderness… They live unto themselves, we feel them, but don't see them. You suddenly become a part of someone else's life, without even realizing it. Everything happens both with you and without you… At the same time… «I've been waiting for you,» he said when he saw me next morning. He said it in such a way that I believed him, even though I wasn't at all ready. Just the opposite. But something was changing around me, I didn't know what or how. I felt calm because of what was about to happen to me, it wasn't yet love, but I just sensed… I had this feeling… That I'd suddenly been given a whole lot of something. One person had heard another. Had gotten through. I swam way far out… I swam back. He was waiting for me. Again he said: «We'll be fine together.» And for some reason I again believed him… So then… He met me by the sea every day… Once we were drinking champagne: «It's pink champagne, but at the regular-champagne price.» I liked that phrase. (Laughs). Another time he was frying some eggs: «It's a curious business about me and these eggs. I buy them by the dozen, fry them in pairs, and I always have one left over.» Sweet things like that…
People would look at us and ask: «Is he your grandfather? Is he your father?» I was wearing a very short skirt… I was twenty-eight… It was only later he became handsome. With me. Why me? I was in despair at first. I must serve him. There's no other way. Or better not get involved. A Russian woman is ready to suffer: what else can she do? We're used to our men, ungainly, unfortunate, my grandmother married a man like that, and so did my mother. We don't expect anything else, and that gets passed down. We're all ferocious dreamers…
«I was thinking of you.»
«What were you thinking?»
«That I'd like us to go for a walk somewhere. Way far away. Holding hands. I don't need anything except to feel you next to me. I feel such tenderness for you — I just want to look at you and walk beside you.»
We spent many happy hours together; we acted like complete children. Good people are always children. Helpless. You have to protect them.
«Maybe we could go away together to some island and lie on the sand.»
That's my… How should it be? I don't know. With one person, it's one way. With another person, another way. But how should it be? Who can gauge? Where are the scales… That… All of Russian culture, everything we see and hear around us, is built on the fact that our best school is the school of misfortune, we grew up with it. So then… But we want good fortune… I would wake up in the night and think: What am I doing? So then… I couldn't stop worrying, and because of this tension I… «The back of your head is always tense,» he noticed. But how could I get it out of my mind… What am I doing? Where am I falling? There's an abyss…
He scared me right off the bat… The breadbox… As soon as he saw it… He would begin methodically eating up all the bread. Any amount. Bread must not be left. It was your ration. He would eat and eat; however much there was, he would always finish it. It took me a while to understand why…
They tortured him with a burning light… He was only a boy, for heaven's sake… Sixteen years old… They didn't let him sleep for days on end. Decades later he still couldn't bear bright light, even the bright summer sun. What I loved was the bright morning air, when the clouds were even higher, floating way high above you. But he could end up with a temperature… From the light…
In school they beat him and wrote on his back in chalk: «Son of an enemy of the people». The school director made them do it… Our fears as children… They stick out in us… Come to the surface… They stay with you for good. Forever. I heard those fears in him…
Where am I going? Russian women love to adopt unhappy souls. My grandmother loved one and her parents married her off to another. I can't tell you how much she disliked him, how much she didn't want to marry him. My God! She decided that at the wedding, when the priest turned to her and asked if she were going of her own free will, she would say, 'No'. But the priest was drunk and, instead of asking the question as he was supposed to, he said: «You be good to him, he froze his feet off in the war.» So then she had to marry him. That's how Granny wound up with our grandfather — whom she never loved — for life. What a perfect refrain for our entire life: «You be good to him, he froze his feet off in the war.» My mother's husband was in the next war, he returned destroyed, spent. To live with a person like that, with what he brought back with him, was a lot of work, and it fell on a woman's shoulders. No one! No one has written anything, I've never read anything about how hard it was to live with the victors. With the men who returned from the war. Gleb put it exactly in one of his journals: in camp he realized that every other person in Russia had been in prison — for an arrested father, for a few ears of wheat picked up on a collective farm field, for being late to work (ten minutes), for not informing, for an anecdote… Our men are martyrs, they've all suffered some trauma — either in the war or in camp. For many, the war ended with camp, whole echelons walked straight from the front to Siberia. Right after Victory Day. Echelons of victors. That's the way it is with us: we're always fighting someone. And the woman is always ministering… She thinks of the man as part hero and part child. She is his rescuer. To this day… The Soviet empire fell… Now we have victims of the collapse… Look at how many people have wound up on the sidelines, have been thrown off history's hurtling steam engine — the army has been cut, factories have been shut down… Engineers and doctors are selling stockings at open-air markets… Bananas… I love Dostoevsky, but he is all about prison life. The subject of the war is eternal in Russia, we simply cannot let it go… So then… (Stops). Let's take a short rest… I'll put the kettle back on… And then we can continue… I have to go the whole way from beginning to end. With my little cup of experience…
(Half an hour later our conversation resumes).
A year went by or maybe a little more… He was supposed to come and meet my family. I warned him that while my mother was easy to get along with, my daughter wasn't exactly… she was sort of… I couldn't guarantee how she'd behave with him. Oh, my Anka. (Laughs out loud). She put everything to her ear: toys, stones, spoons… Most children put things in their mouth, she put them to her ear — to hear the sound they made. I began teaching her music fairly early, but what a strange child, as soon as I put a record on, she would turn round and walk out. She didn't like anyone else's music, music by some silly composer: she was only interested in what sounded inside her. So then, Gleb arrived, very embarrassed, he'd had his hair cut too short, he didn't look particularly well. And he had some records with him. He started telling us something, about how he'd been walking along and happened to buy these records. Now Anka has a good ear… she doesn't hear words, she hears the intonations… She immediately took the records: «What brutiful records.» That's how their love, too, began. Sometime later she disconcerted me: «How can I keep from calling him Papa?» He didn't try to please her, he was just interested. They loved each other. I was even jealous sometimes, it seemed to me they loved each other more than they loved me. Both of them. Both Gleb and Anka. I don't think that's the way it was really. I wasn't hurt, I had a different role… He would ask her: «Anka, do you still stutter?» «Not as well as I used to.» It was never dull with the two of them. So: «How can I keep from calling him Papa?» We were sitting in the park, Gleb had gone off to get cigarettes. When he came back: «What are you two girls talking about?» I winked at Anka — don't tell him, it was silly anyway. She said: «Then you tell.» Well what could I do? I told him she was afraid she might call him Papa by mistake. Gleb said: «It's not a simple matter, of course, but if you really want to, call me Papa.» «Only you watch out,» my little miracle said in earnest, «I have one other papa, but I don't like him, and Mama doesn't love him.» That's how it's always been with Anka and me. We burn bridges. On the way home Gleb was already Papa. Anka ran ahead and called: «Papa! Papa!» The next day in kindergarten she announced: «Papa's teaching me to read.» «Who's your Papa?» «His name is Gleb.» The day after that her best friend had this news from home: «Anka, you're lying, you don't have a papa. He's not your real papa.» «No, the other one wasn't my real papa, this one is my real papa.» There's no use arguing with Anka. Gleb became «Papa», but what about me? I still wasn't his wife…
I had vacation. I went away again. Gleb ran down the platform, waving goodbye. But I began an affair almost immediately, on the train. There were two young engineers from Kharkov, also on their way to Sochi. My God! I was so young. The sea. The sun. We swam, we kissed, we danced. It was simple and easy for me, because the world was simple, cha-cha-cha and spin your partner, I was in my element. They loved me, worshipped me, carried me up a mountain on their arms… Young muscles, young laughter. An all-night bonfire… Then I had a dream. It went like this: the ceiling opened… And I saw the sky… Gleb… He and I were walking somewhere, along the shore, not over sea-polished pebbles, but over horribly sharp stones, thin and sharp as nails. I had shoes on, but he was barefoot. «Barefoot,» he explained, «you hear more.» «You don't hear more, it hurts more. Let's switch.» «What do you mean? Then I won't be able to fly away.» Then he rose up into the air, folded his arms like a dead person, and was carried away. Even now, if I see him in a dream, he's always flying. Only his arms for some reason are folded, like a dead person's, they don't look at all like wings…
God, I must be crazy, I shouldn't be telling you all this… I mostly have the sense that I've been happy in this life. Even after Gleb died. I went to the cemetery, and I remember thinking… He's somewhere here… Suddenly I felt so happy I wanted to scream. God… (To herself. Unintelligibly). I must be crazy… With death you're left one on one. But he died many times over, he'd been rehearsing death since he was sixteen… «Tomorrow I'll be dust and you won't find me.» We're getting to the most important part… So then… In love I slowly began to live, very slowly… In slow sips…
My vacation ended and I went home. One of the engineers saw me all the way back to Moscow. I promised to tell Gleb everything… I went to see him… A magazine was lying on the table, he'd drawn all over it, the wallpaper in his study was covered with scribbles, even the newspapers he was reading… Everywhere there were just three letters: s… i… o… Big, little, printed, script. Followed by three dots… I asked him: «What does that mean?» He translated: Seems it's over? Question marks, too, were everywhere… Like the clefs… In sheet music… Well, we decided to separate. Now we'd have to explain somehow to Anka. We went by to get her in the car, but before she could leave the house she always had to draw something! This time, though, she didn't have time. She sat in the car and sobbed. Gleb was used to her craziness; he considered it a talent. It was a real family scene: Anka crying, Gleb trying to explain something, and me in the middle… The way he kept looking at me… (Falls silent). I realized what a wildly lonely person he was. (Falls silent). Anka went on sobbing… A real family scene… Thank God, I didn't let him go… Thank God! We had to get married, but he was afraid. He'd already had two wives. Women betrayed him, were exhausted by him and you couldn't blame them… I didn't let him go… And I… He gave me a whole life…
He didn't like people to ask him questions… He hardly ever opened up, and if he did, then it was with a sort of bravado, so as to make the story funny and hide the starkness. That was his way. For instance, he never said «free», it was always «free-ish». «And now I'm free-ish.» The mood didn't often take him… But when it did, he told such delicious stories… I could just feel the pleasure he'd come away with: how he'd gotten hold of some pieces of a rubber tire and tied them to his felt boots, he and other inmates were being herded from one prison to another and he was so happy he had those tires. Once they came by half a sack of potatoes and then, while they were working outside the compound, someone gave them a big piece of meat. That night in the boiler room, they made soup: «It was so good, you have no idea! So delicious!» When Gleb was freed, he received compensation for his father. They said: «We owe you for the house, the furniture…» His father was a famous man… They gave him a large sum… He bought himself a new suit, new shirt, new shoes. He bought a camera, went to the restaurant in the National Hotel and ordered the best things on the menu: expensive fish, caviar, cognac, and coffee with cake. At the end, when he'd eaten his fill, he asked someone to take a picture of him at this, the happiest moment of his life. «I went back to the apartment where I was living and it dawned on me that I didn't feel happy. In that suit, with that camera… Why didn't I feel happy? Then I remembered the tires, the soup in the boiler room — that was happiness.» We tried to understand… So then… Where does that happiness live? He wouldn't have given camp up for anything, wouldn't have traded it. From the age of sixteen until almost thirty, that was the only life he knew. When he tried to imagine his life without those years in camp, he became terrified. What would have happened then? Instead of camp? What wouldn't he have grasped? What wouldn't he have seen? Probably the very core that made him who he was. When I asked: «Who would you have been without camp?» he always said: «A fool driving around in a red racing car, the fanciest there was.» Former inmates are rarely friends, something inhibits them. What? They can see the camps in each other's eyes, they're inhibited by the humiliations they suffered. Especially the men. Former inmates rarely came to see us, Gleb didn't seek them out…
They threw him in with common criminals… Just a boy… What happened to him there no one will ever know. A woman can talk about humiliations, a man can't. A woman finds it easier to talk about it because somewhere deep inside she's prepared for violence… That knowledge is in her… Even the sexual act… She begins life over again every month… Those cycles… Nature helps her…
Two third-degree dystrophies… He lay there on the bed boards covered with boils, drenched in pus… He should have died, but for some reason he didn't. When the guy lying next to him did die, Gleb turned the body over so that it faced the wall. And slept with it like that for three days. «That one alive?» «A live.» That made two rations of bread. All sense of reality disappeared… All sense of his material being… And death no longer seemed strange. It didn't frighten him. It was winter. Out the window he could see corpses, neatly stacked… Mostly male…
He returned home on an upper bunk. The train took a week. He didn't come down during the day, he went to the toilet at night. He was afraid. Other passengers would offer him food and tell him their troubles. They would get him talking and then they'd find out that he'd been in camp.
He was a wildly lonely person… Wildly… Lonely…
Now he announced to anyone who would listen: «I have a family.» He was constantly surprised by normal family life, he was somehow very proud of it. Only fear… fear gnawed and ate at him. He would wake up at night in a cold sweat: if he didn't finish his book, he wouldn't be able to support us, and I would leave him… First fear, then shame because of that fear. «Gleb, if you want me to become a ballet dancer, I will. I could do anything for you.» In camp he'd survived, but in ordinary life… the traffic cop who stopped him could give him a heart attack. «How did you manage to stay alive?» «I was very much loved as a child.» The amount of love we receive saves us, it's what allows us to endure. I was a nurse… I was a nanny… An actress… So as to keep him from seeing himself the way he was, to keep him from seeing his own fear, otherwise he couldn't have loved himself. To keep him from finding out that I knew… Love is an essential vitamin, without it a person can't live, his blood coagulates, his heart stops. Oh, what resources I found in myself… Life is like running the hundred-yard dash… (Falls silent. Rocks ever so slightly in rhythm to her thoughts). Do you know what he asked me before he died? His only request: «Write on my gravestone that I was a happy man. I managed to do so much: I survived, I loved, I wrote a book, I have a daughter. My God, what a happy man I am.» If someone were to hear that or to read it… To look at him you would never have believed it… But Gleb was a happy man! He gave me so much… I changed… How tiny our life is… Eighty, a hundred, two hundred years would be too little for me. I see the look on my old mother's face in the garden, she doesn't want to part with all this. The way she looks at that garden! And in the evening… In the evening, how she peers into the darkness… Into nowhere… It's too bad, it's so too bad that he never knew me the way I am now… I understand him now… It's only now that I've come to understand him… So then… He was a little afraid of me, just a bit. He was afraid of my feminine essence, of a… Of a sort of vortex… He often said: «Remember that when I'm not feeling well, I want to be alone.» But… I couldn't do that… I had to follow him around… (Finishes her thought in silence). You can't purify life before death, can't make it as pure as death, when a person becomes handsome and free, the way he really is. I suppose it's senseless to try and force one's way through to this essence in one's lifetime. To try and get closer to it.
When I learned he had cancer, I couldn't stop crying the whole night, and in the morning I rushed to the hospital. He was sitting on the windowsill, yellow and very happy. He was always happy when something in his life was about to change. First there was camp, then exile, then freedom, and now there would be something else… Death was just another change of scene…
«Are you afraid I'll die?»
«Yes.»
«Well, first of all, I didn't promise you anything. And, second, it won't happen anytime soon.»
«Really?»
As always, I believed him. I dried my tears and told myself that again I had to help him. I didn't cry anymore… I came to his room every morning, and our life began. Before we had lived at home, now we lived at the hospital. We spent six months in a cancer ward.
I can't remember… We talked so much, more than ever before, for whole days on end, but I remember only crumbs… Bits and pieces…
He knew who had informed on him. A boy who was in an after-school group with him at the House of Young Pioneers. He wrote a letter. Either he wrote it himself, or they made him do it: Gleb had criticized comrade Stalin and defended his father, an enemy of the people. His interrogator showed him the letter… All his life Gleb was afraid… He was afraid that the informer would find out that he knew. He wanted to mention him in his book but then he heard that his wife had given birth to a retarded child, and he was afraid to — what if that was God's punishment. Former inmates have their own criteria… Their own attitudes… Gleb often ran into him on the street, he happened to live near us. They would say hello. Talk about politics, about the weather. After Gleb died, I told a mutual friend about his having informed on Gleb… She didn't believe me: «N.? That can't be, he always speaks so well of Gleb, about what old friends they were. He cried at the cemetery.» I realized I shouldn't have… Shouldn't have… There's a line over which it's dangerous for a person to step. Forbidden. Everything that's been written about the camps has been written by victims. Their tormentors are silent. We don't know how to distinguish them from other people. So then… But Gleb didn't want to… He knew that for a person that knowledge was dangerous… For a person… For his soul…
He'd been used to dying since he was a boy… He wasn't afraid of a little thing like that… In camp, the criminals who headed up work brigades often sold other prisoners' bread rations, or lost them at cards; the ones left without any bread ate tar. Black tar. And died: the walls of their stomachs became stuck together. But Gleb just stopped eating, he only drank. One boy ran away… on purpose, so they'd shoot him… Over the snow, in the sun… They took aim… And shot… Merrily… As if they were out hunting… As if he were a duck… They shot him in the head, dragged him back to the compound with a rope and dumped him in front of the guard shack… Gleb hadn't had any fear in camp… But here he needed me…
«What's camp like?»
«It's a completely different life. And hard work.»
I can hear… I can almost hear him saying that…
«Local elections in a nearby settlement. We were giving a concert at the polling station. I was the master of ceremonies. I stepped out on stage and said: Please give a warm welcome to our choir. Political prisoners, turncoats, prostitutes, and pickpockets all stood and sang a song about Stalin: 'And our song sails o'er the vast expanses to the peaks of the Kremlin'.»
A nurse came in to give Gleb a shot: «Your behind is all red. There's no more room.» «Of course my behind is red, don't I live in the Soviet Union?» We laughed a lot together, even at the end. Really a lot.
«Soviet Army Day. I'm on stage reading Mayakovsky's 'Poem about a Soviet Passport': 'Read this. Envy me. I am a citizen of the Soviet Union.' Instead of a passport I have piece of black cardboard. I hold it up… And the whole camp garrison envies me… 'I am a citizen of the Soviet Union.' The prostitutes, former Soviet prisoners of war, pickpockets and Socialist Revolutionaries all envy me…»
No one will ever know how it really was or what people like that come away with. He was a wildly lonely person… I loved him…
I looked round as I was going out the door and he waved. When I came back a few hours later, he was delirious. He kept saying: «Wait a minute… wait a minute…» Then he stopped and just lay there unconscious. For three days. I got used to it. To his lying there and me living there. They put in an extra bed for me next to his. So then… The third day… By then they were having trouble giving him his intravenous shots… Blood clots… I had to tell the doctors to stop everything, he wouldn't feel any pain, wouldn't hear. And we were left completely alone… No monitors, no doctors, no more checks… I got into bed with him. It was cold. I burrowed under the blanket and fell asleep. When I woke up I didn't open my eyes: it seemed to me we were in our bed at home and the balcony door had blown open… Gleb wasn't awake yet… I still had my eyes closed… Then I opened them and it all came back to me… I started tossing… I got up and put my hands over his face: «A-a-ah…» He heard me. The death throes had begun… and I… sat there holding his hand so that I heard the last beat of his heart. I sat there for a long time afterwards… Then I called the nurse, and she helped me put his shirt on, it was blue, his favorite color. «May I sit here awhile longer?» «Yes, of course, you aren't scared?» I didn't want to give him to anyone. He was my child… What was there to be frightened of? By morning he was handsome… The fear had gone out of his face, and the tension. That was who he was! That was who he really was! I'd never known him that way. He wasn't that way with me. (Cries. For the first time during our conversation).
I always shone with his reflected light… Though I was capable of things myself, I could create… It was always, of course, work. Always work. Even in bed… For him to be able to… first him and then me. «You're strong, you're kind, you're the best. You're wonderful.» I've never known a strong man, a man who didn't make me feel like a nursemaid. A mother. An angel of mercy. I've always been lonely… I won't hide it… I admit it… I've had relationships since Gleb… Right now I have a friend, but he's also all in knots… Unhappy… Insecure… That's our life… Strange, incomprehensible… We grew up in one country with the ideas of Marx and Lenin, and now we live in a completely different country — after Gorbachev. On top of more ruins. On top of more rubble. The old values are gone, the new values still unclear. Even Gleb was braver, after Magadan… After camp… He had self-respect: Well, I survived! I endured it! I know all about it! He was proud. But this man has nothing but fear. He's fifty years old and he has to start a new life. Everything from scratch. And my role is still the same… I minister… minister… Always the same role…
Yet I was happy with Gleb. Yes, it was hard work, but I'm happy, I'm proud that I was able to do that work. Most of the time I have that sense, that happiness. All I have to do is close my eyes…

MARIA ARBATOVA
MY NAME IS WOMAN

Translated by Kathleen Cook.

As a child they used to scare me with stories about the witch Baba-Yaga. As a teenager it was the gynaecologist. All the teachers' warnings and the kids' stories ended up with the most attractive and reckless girls meeting their Armageddon in the gynaecologist's chair.
On the rubbish heap behind the polyclinic, which was closed for repairs, lay an abandoned dentist's chair that the sixth formers used to visit in single-sex groups: the boys to remove the nickel-plated nuts and bolts and the girls to rehearse their future role by sitting in the chair, legs pressed together, chin pointing upwards in agony and arms crossed over their bosom. The belief that this was a gynaecologist's chair was as strong as the conviction that you would get no better treatment here than in its dental counterpart.
There was a tricky and well-developed technique of avoiding medical check-ups in the older classes that was passed down by word of mouth. The minority did not wish to publicise the loss of their virginity, while the majority had been brainwashed by tradition and upbringing to believe that any sign of belonging to the female sex was shameful and regarded a visit to the gynaecologist as prof oundly traumatic.
To cut a long story short, by the time of my first visit to the gynaecologist I was well and truly pregnant.
Avoiding the queue, mother in her white doctor's coat got me into the clinic where she worked, and my eighteen-year-old eyes alighted on the metal structure, the need to mount the likes of which distinguished me from the opposite sex.
«Don't turn the waterworks on for me!» shouted a real battleaxe of a woman doctor, who was washing her rubber-gloved hands, at a pale young blonde with a big belly and dark rings under her eyes. «I won't be responsible for you! What sort of baby do you want to have? A monster? I tell you straight, a monster is what you'll give birth to!» Heaving herself over from the washbasin, she squatted down and poked a rubber-gloved finger into the blonde's ankle. «Swelling! Just look at it! Up to my elbow!»
«I can't go into hospital,» the blonde wept loudly. «There's no one to look after my baby! My parents live too far away and my husband drinks.»
«Her husband drinks!» The doctor turned to my mother. «Whose husband doesn't?..Is this your girl?»
«It's my daughter,» mother said proudly. «Let's hope she's not pregnant,» she added shamefully, in the same tone that doctors say: «Let's hope it's not pneumonia» or «Let's hope it's not a heart attack.»
«How quickly they grow up. I remember her trotting round the clinic in her school uniform! Take your things off!» The battleaxe waved a rubber glove in the direction of the chair.
«Doctor, please, I can't go into hospital. He beats the boy when he gets drunk,» the blonde was wailing.
I started to take off my sweater obediently.
«Your jeans, tights and pants, not your sweater,» mother hissed.
«I'm sick of the lot of you!» the battleaxe howled at the blonde. Then to me: «You look as if you're sitting in the Bolshoi Theatre. Never been in a gynaecologist's chair before?»
«No, never,» I confessed guiltily, like a schoolgirl with poor grades.
«Spread your legs!»
«How?» I said in a panic.
«The way you did for your husband!» the battleaxe shouted, charging at me.
«Who got her in this state?» she asked mother, rummaging around in my genitals.
«A student boyfriend. They're getting married.» Mother tried to make it all sound proper without any great enthusiasm. She would have liked a more up-market young man, of course.
«What is he studying to be?» enquired the battleaxe.
«A singer. An opera singer,» mother added.
«Singers like to have a good time,» the battleaxe summed up her knowledge of the type succinctly. «What about her?»
«She's studying at university,» mother said.
«To be what?»
«A philosopher,» mother confessed guiltily.
The battleaxe froze, her arms inside me up to the elbow, and asked with a mixture of disdain and curiosity:
«What sort of job is that, being a philosopher? Where do they work, philosophers? What sort of family is that, a singer and a philosopher? Never heard of anything like it!»
«That's just what I say,» mother echoed. «She should have done medicine or law.»
«I'll refer her for an abortion,» the doctor concluded.
«An abortion, of course,» mother sang. «They're much too young.»
«You can say that again.» Barely rinsing her hands, the woman immersed herself in the epistolary act.
«Graduate first, then get pregnant,» mother announced solemnly, as if someone had asked her what order to do things in, and as if she had ever taken the trouble to enlighten me on the subject of contraception.
«Their heads are too full of having a good time to know what's what,» the woman sighed.
«It's funny she didn't try to persuade me to have it,» I said when we got outside.
«She's had fifteen abortions herself,» mother informed me.
The idea that a pregnant girl of eighteen about to marry the man she loved should actually have the child had never entered my head. The heights of philosophical thought were more tempting than the kitchen sink scenario associated with motherhood as a student. Just as thoughts of continuing the family tree never occurred to my boyfriend or my mother. My boyfriend felt guilty, depressed and confused, of course; but professional ambitions combined with the infantilism nourished by our over-protective mothers united us into a couple unsuitable for reproduction.
Next day I plaited my hair and took my place in the queue, wearing a baggy hospital dressing gown. The subdued women waiting for their turn to go into the operating theatre, the shouts of the current victim inside, who was then led out, with the concomitant mise-en-scene… She staggering and the nurses trying to prop her up against the wall, shouting:
«Hurry up, you're not the only one, woman! There's a whole queue of them waiting. Get into the ward and put the pad under you properly. You're bleeding and there's no one to wipe it up! You don't fancy working here as a cleaner, do you?»
The usual production line: the waiting women, glancing at their watches to work out what household chores they would have time for today apart from an abortion; the tired, bitchy nurses; the screams from behind the closed door. The facial expressions suggested that everything was following its due course, the adults were doing their usual adult jobs, and only I, an infantile idiot, viewed the whole thing in a tragic light.
«Do they give you an anaesthetic?» I asked a fat, middle-aged woman, doing my best to make my voice sound natural.
«You must be joking,» she replied with a loud yawn.
«Why not?» I asked in a panic.
«Think yourself lucky if you get a novocaine injection.» The woman stared at me, saw everything about me, and turned away in disgust. «Just out of nappies and she turns up here!»
«But why are they screaming if they've been given an injection?» I turned to a young woman in dangling earrings.
«Because novocaine doesn't work on everyone,» she smiled. «Stop analyzing and just count elephants.»
«What elephants?» I asked desperately, sensing my total ignorance and unworthiness to be sitting in the same queue as these older, experienced women.
«Well, you know when you're trying to get to sleep you count elephants: one elephant plus another elephant makes two, two elephants plus another elephant makes three, and so on. When you get up to a thousand elephants, the abortion will be over, unless there are complications, of course.»
At the twenty-seventh elephant I heard my name called out.
«How old are you, lassy?» The question came from an elderly Armenian in a short-sleeved white coat, his powerful arms crossed on a hairy chest in the operation room.
«Eighteen.»
«This your first abortion?»
«Yes.»
«Doesn't he want to get married?»
«Yes, he does, but having children doesn't go with a career,» I babbled, trying to gain time.
«Do you have a mother?»
«Yes.»
«What does she do?»
«She's a doctor.»
«……!» He cursed for a long time in Armenian. «I won't give you a scrape today. First abortions often end in infertility. You've got the night to think it over. I want you to think hard.»
I gave him a look of doglike gratitude and said:
«Alright, I'll think it over. And I'm allergic to novocaine.» This was a clever lie, which mother had taught me, instead of telling me about contraception. «I can only have a general anaesthetic.»
«We don't give general anaesthetics here, but since you have listened to me and agreed to think it over, I'll have a word with an anaesthetist in another department.»
I rushed out of the operation room, radiant, followed by heavy, painful glances from the queue. I was not thinking of anything, of course, except that with a general anaesthetic I would not see or hear anything. I was just a moral illiterate who saw the value of the life I was about to destroy solely in terms of my own physical discomfort. But I did this in the company of people who had taught me that this was «right» and I was ready to share the responsibility with them.
«So you decided to come back?» said the Armenian coldly.
«Yes,» I muttered.
«Well, now it's up to you. Yesterday it was on my conscience, but today it's on yours.»
I don't remember anything else, except that later my fianc-came into the ward and we kissed and walked in the rain, without thinking that a chill could be dangerous in my condition. Because the worst was over, and now we could prepare for the wedding, and have fun, and go out for a drink on the money we had been sent as wedding presents. We could love each other and try each other out as partners in what was called married life, but at root it was the adolescent's delight at the freedom from parents. It was as if for the right to get married I'd paid that man in a white coat, called a gynaecologist, who guards the entrance to adulthood.
«Pregnant again?» I was asked sternly a few months later by the same battleaxe in the same clinic, in the same presence of mother in the white coat that gave her the right to get in every doctor's office without queuing. «Toxicosis and rhesus negative. I'll refer her for an abortion.»
«There's no need,» I said quietly, but firmly.
«So what are you planning to do?»
«Have the baby.»
«You what!» The woman was so astonished you would have thought I was a man. «And with you so thin and pale and your low haemoglobin, what sort of baby will you have for me?»
«I'm having it for myself, not for you,» I was about to say, but mother, realizing that I had outgrown my fear of gynaecologists and was about to retaliate for the past, present and future, began ingratiatingly:
«She's decided to have it and that's that. I'd like her to be under you. Our district doctor's just a boy, a student.»
«And he'll die a student too, the duffer. Doesn't know how to get into a woman. Can't think how he gave his wife a child,» she replied. «But regulations are regulations. He's the one she should go to.»
The young gynaecologist looked only slightly older than me. We were embarrassed as two Young Pioneers who had been punished by being made to stand in the corner with no clothes on.
«Becoming a mother is a very responsible step,» he said, flushing deeply and filling in the medical card with his big, childish writing.
«Okay,» I said.
«Has anyone else examined you? In that case I won't.»
«Okay,» I said.
«Here's your referral for tests. Don't you feel well? Here's a sick leave certificate.»
«Okay,» I said.
«I'm giving a talk on Friday for women expecting their first baby. It's nothing special. The only thing is, when the labour pains start you must massage yourself here.» He pulled up his white coat, turned his back to me and began pounding his jeans in the region of the coccyx with his powerful fists.
«But how can you massage yourself there if you're lying on your back?» I asked.
«I don't know. That's what we were taught.»
My pregnancy was not an easy one. Each day I felt sick until noon. I snapped at people like a soldier just back from the war and read the classics to make the baby an intellectual. The classics turned out to be full of horror stories, however, and whatever I started reading someone was sure to die in childbirth after a while. The young gynaecologist got used to me and began to shout at me, copying the behaviour of his seniors.
«You should know better than that, woman. Look how you're putting on weight! You must keep right off salt. Not a gram a day! What have you eaten today?»
«Bananas and a box of tooth powder,» I confessed.
«How do you eat that? Do you mix it with water?» he enquired gravely.
«No, just as it is, with a teaspoon.»
«But that can't taste very nice,» he objected.
«I used to think so too, before I got pregnant.»
«I'm going to put you in hospital. Mortality among pregnant women is very high in this country.»
«But why me?»
«You've got an excess of water in your body, woman. What do you think the baby will be like? There won't be any baby. Your baby's drowning in water!»
After the visits to the clinic I cried my heart out all night, then decided that the less I saw of the doctor, the healthier my baby would be. But the gynaecologist was one of the dedicated kind. With the fervour of a neophyte he sought me out at home, lying in wait in the yard. One day he met me and my husband in the street. We hurriedly crossed to the other side, but he shouted after us across the road:
«You've got oedema and high blood pressure, woman! If you don't go into hospital tomorrow you'll die in childbirth! Mark my words, woman! If anything happens to you, they'll take away my diploma, and there aren't enough gynaecologists as it is.»
That night, after this encounter, I nearly had a miscarriage. The ambulance arrived and an elderly doctor gave me a few injections, took one look at my haggard face with the unnaturally large eyes and at my swollen belly criss-crossed with red and blue veins like a globe of the world and sticking out half a mile from my nineteen-year-old body, and said:
«Tell your husband to give the gynaecologist a good thump next time he appears with his predictions or he'll turn you and a lot of other women into cripples. And use all the pull you have to get tested for twins. I'd say you've got two in there.»
In those days the only place where you could get ultra-sonic tests was the Institute of Gynaecology. Mother found an entr-e. Some bright young lads in white coats rubbed my stomach with a jelly-like substance, then passed a sensor over it and showed me two infants of impressive proportions on the monitor.
I was overwhelmed by a sense of unreality. Up till then all my logical attempts to feel the living creature inside me had failed. I understood that I was pregnant, that this would result in the appearance of a small creature and that I would be its mother, but only as separate facts. My mind was not capable of organizing these facts into cause and effect. My country's culture had not prepared me for this. «You're a girl and one day you'll be a mother, so you mustn't…» and then followed a whole string of unfair restrictions. «One wrong step and that will be the end of you.» I had heard that ever since I could remember, as often and with the same degree of disbelief as the statement that military service was the noble duty of each and every citizen. «I'm your mother,» mother used to shout, using this to justify all sorts of unfair punishments. The whole country was full of iron-willed, stony-faced mothers, their prototypes brawled in queues, complained about their drunkard husbands, gladly abandoned their children to the mercy of nurseries, hospitals, summer camps and schools, and I had no desire to swell their ranks.
The kitchen-sink image of motherhood had not taken root in my brain. The conversion from a bohemian university student to the mother of twins seemed beyond my capabilities. Actually, I could not concentrate on it, because the frontline for physical survival lay in gynaecological consulting rooms.
They got me into hospital in the end. The pathological pregnancy department was in a building on the verge of collapse. There was no hot water and only one toilet for the whole floor, with a long line of pale-faced women queuing outside it, clutching their bellies. The ward had some thirty beds. To save space there was only one locker for two beds. The atmosphere was certainly not conducive to the birth of healthy progeny. If one pathologically pregnant woman could create an aura of hysteria around her, just multiply that by thirty. The civil wars over whether or not to open the window in a heat wave ended with the advent of a nurse to inject all the participants with tranquillisers. And the «Thousand and One Nights» were more like the horror stories after «lights out» at summer camp about maniacs, vampires and walking corpses. The role of ghouls here, however, was played by ignorant gynaecologists, drunken husbands, mean bosses and heartless mothers-in-law. Nourished on the culture of the university set, I was trying to become my own adult woman here while imbibing all sorts of nonsense useful for psychologists and historians, but fatal for a young mother-to-be.
«Planned caesarian,» grunted a heavy-shouldered woman doctor, poking me with her finger as she did the rounds, one of the uncouth breed that are in charge of greengrocers or gynaecology departments, and walked on.
«Why a caesarian?» I shouted, running after her, because she happened to be in charge of the gynaecology department.
«Surely you know why, woman!» She looked surprised, but went on walking. «Measure your hips and think about it. No child could get through such a narrow pelvis, woman. They need more room than that. You'd give them a terrible time and kill yourself into the bargain. I'm going to write 'caesarian' on your card in big red letters, so they can't miss it. You may not come to me for the birth.»
«You bet I won't.»
«And what's so bad about my department,» she said huffily.
«Yesterday a woman went into labour and the nurse told her to wait because there were only two tables and they were both occupied.»
«So what?» the doctor said. «What difference did it make? She yelled a bit in the ward. My mother gave birth to me in a hay field. She was mowing and had me on the spot.»
«I'd prefer a bit more comfort than that.»
«Then send a telegram to Brezhnev saying you're someone special. Maybe he'll let you give birth on his nice big office desk. I do too much as it is for my miserable wage.»
An all-ward discussion decided that a caesarian was much better than the usual method, firstly, because you felt no pain and, secondly, because the doctor was there all the time, whereas if it wasn't a caesarian you might have to hunt high and low for one. We were entertained by the whole repertoire of stories from twenty-nine fevered minds about death or other horrors from a caesarian. And when everyone finally calmed down and began snuffling and snoring, I lay in the darkness, weeping into my pillow with my head twisting the Rubik cube of what awaited me. I was very attracted by the idea of a general anaesthetic, of course, and waking up to find two lovely babies wrapped round with silk ribbons. But being a bookworm I had studied a pile of books on the subject and discovered, inter alia, that the vegeto-vascular system of children born by a caesarian was not so adaptable to changes in pressure.
It had been drummed into my head by all and sundry that in the sphere of childbirth I was totally incompetent, and that all Soviet women with broad hips gave birth cheerfully to a single child on the hay, in bed, in a lift, at the workbench or at the steel furnace, and only I, a degenerate bohemian, was not only pregnant with two at once, but also had a rhesus problem, oedema, a narrow pelvis and quite unfounded claims.
Somehow I managed to survive the hospital with the icy washes in the morning in a packed washroom full of big jars of urine tests; meals the very smell of which was enough to give you a miscarriage; the dusty windows facing the hospital morgue, and various other accessories that accompanied the emergence of a new life into the twenty-first century.
From the hospital I was sent to the Central Institute of Gynaecology, where the wives of diplomats and cosmonauts gave birth and also the string-pullers and pathological cases. I belonged to the third and fourth categories. Mother's friend who worked there warned me:
«Our place is better that an ordinary maternity home, of course, but if you feel it starting and don't call me, I can't answer for anything.»
The wards were either for six ordinary pregnant women or one diplomat-cosmonaut-general's wife. An orderly brought round a dirty trolley with some cadaver-coloured kasha for the ordinary patients and morsels of haute cuisine for the dip-cosm-gens. They were allowed to have visitors in the ward, while we had to make do with scribbled notes and hurried shouts down the phone or through the window. With his usual artistic flair my husband used to put on a white coat and make his way to the third floor, where I was waiting for him, hiding in the dark corridor. We embraced like conspiratorial revolutionaries, because towards the end of my pregnancy I became obsessed with the sense of being «insulted and humiliated», and together with the management I believed that meeting my own husband when I was about to give birth to his child was a flagrant infringement of the rules. And that if caught I deserved to be punished by immediate eviction and childbirth in an even less congenial place. So defenceless and insecure are pregnant women that they almost turn into zombies.
Tired of Russian food the black women fried bananas in sunflower oil on their little electric stoves, while the Koreans braised herring in milk. These mouth-watering smells, multiplied by a somewhat fevered imagination, produced racist moods. The only compensation was the folklore growing up in connection with the regular visits to a long-legged black woman by the three other wives of her diplomat husband.
The institute also differed from other establishments of its kind in the presence of a large number of black- and yellow-skinned students. I could be eating, sleeping or even dying when a crowd of them would burst into the ward and an energetic teacher with a bunch of case histories fished one of the latter out, waved her pointer in my direction and rattled:
«Interesting case, girl of nineteen, twins, rhesus-negative,» and twenty students felt my belly in turn, each trying to look like a hardbitten professional.
«What would happen if I gave birth in the middle of one of these demonstrations?» I asked.
«Don't worry, we're going to use you for our end-of-term practicals,» she replied.
One day lying on my back I passed out. The desk with smelling salts was at the other end of the corridor about half a bus stop away, so they revived me by slapping my pretty, as I thought, face. Coming to, I lay down on my back again and again lost consciousness. The assembled doctors cogitated for some time, before shrugging their shoulders and dispersing. I had to get through the night and was scared stiff of assuming a horizontal position again. So I just sat up until morning, clasping a pillow forlornly, and in the morning collapsed, went to sleep and lost consciousness again. This was the state in which an energetic professor brought there by a crowd of baffled doctors found me. Cursing like a trooper, she slapped me smartly on the face, sat me up in bed and addressed the assembled company:
«I can't think how you got through the institute? Who gave you your diplomas? Just take a look at her. Typical twins. Two heavy foetuses pressing on the vena cava. That's not pathology, it's the norm for anyone who calls themselves a specialist.» The doctors looked at the floor.
«And you, woman, just remember not to give birth on your back. That's not for you!»
«Then what should I give birth on?» A chill ran down my spine.
«On your side. French women always give birth on their side, and Koreans squatting on their heels.»
«But it says on my card in big red letters that I'm having a caesarian,» I said, beseechingly. «How can I have one on my side or squatting on my heels?»
«Give me your card,» the professor demanded. «Look here, woman. I'm crossing out caesarian and writing vena cava syndrome instead.»
«But the baby will never get throughmy narrow pelvis,» Iyelled.
«Who told you such rubbish? You've got a great pelvis. An ideal pelvis for twins. No caesarian! There's a fashion for them these days. Only if you're in labour for three days do you get your caesarian!» And out she went, fanning herself with my case history and clacking on her high heels. I was so confused by now that all I could do was weep and pray to the Almighty.
I would go up to the mirror and examine my heavy, naked stomach, which was moving and changing shape like Solaris, with the vague outlines of heads, knees and elbows. I could hardly grasp that these were my babies and thought of it all as a kind of abstract, intelligent mass that I talked to, complained about life to, and begged not to kick my innards when they were having their tussels. It must be said that even then my requests were not ignored. An animal instinct told me that I was no longer alone within the confines of my own skin, but intellectually I could only grasp that the responsibility for the survival of all three of us in the cogwheels of this medical machine was exclusively mine. And this made me shiver like an aspen leaf as the happy day approached, which I had been taught to regard as the day of judgement.
One night I woke up in a pool of water, the meaning of which had not been explained to me. All my experienced companions were fast asleep, and I was too embarrassed to wake them with my stupid questions. So I hobbled slowly towards the night desk. The nurse there was also fast asleep, after consuming her fair share of diluted spirit that evening. The water was still running down my legs.
«Please,» I shook her shoulder. «I need help.»
«Why can't you just settle down, woman, and go to sleep. It's night time,» the duty nurse grunted.
«I've got water running down me and I don't know what it means,» I said hesitantly.
«Always the same old thing… What time is it?»
«I don't know. I haven't got a watch.»
«Well, go and see then. It's for you, isn't it, not for me?»
Like an idiot, I hobbled to the clock at the other end of the corridor, worried about the water dripping onto the lino and about not letting the nurse get her sleep.
«Five o'clock,» I announced, when I got back.
«All right, let's go,» said the nurse, standing up lazily and setting off down the corridor.
«Where are we going?»
«To cloud cuckoo land… We're going to the pre-delivery room, woman, that's where.»
«The pre-delivery room?» My legs went all wobbly.
«Don't stand there like a post, woman. Get into the lift.»
I went into the lift on automatic pilot, but the nurse wheeled in a stretcher.
«Get on this.»
«Why?» I whispered.
«Those are the instructions. When your waters break, you must lie down.»
«Then why did you send me right up the corridor to see what time it was?»
«When you've got your baby, you can teach it what to do. But don't start teaching me. On seventy roubles a month I don't have to run around for all of you. At least the foreigners give us presents…»
The pre-delivery section consisted of a room with various pieces of apparatus and beds on which women were emitting bloodcurdling screams.
«How sad to die so young, so beautiful and so talented,» I thought to myself bitterly.
«Come on, woman, lie down properly on your back,» shouted a young man in a white coat.
«I can't. I've got vena cava syndrome. It's on my card.» I reported smartly in military style.
«There's no such thing in the human body. I'm the doctor here, not you. Lie down and let them put the wires on you.»
A young nurse began to attach wires all over me, with a metal plated strap on my forehead connected to a piece of apparatus.
«Here's the switch, woman. Right makes it stronger and left weaker. Understand?»
«No,» I said, understanding only that I would not be left to die in peace.
«When the pain starts turn it right and when it stops turn it left.»
I turned the switch and the electric current started up. My contorted pose, in which I was trying to look as if I was lying on my back, but in fact I wasn't, added an element of grotesque to the proceedings.
The duty doctor was turning over the pages of a detective story with a gory cover. The sight of someone reading a thriller on night duty would probably not have been disturbing in any other department. The assorted screeches and moans merged and multiplied in the high ceiling like the aurora borealis: the thin wails from the small Korean woman, the bass-like groans from the broadshouldered, long-legged blonde, the shrieks from the fat woman with a plait and the heart-rending moans from my neighbour, her forehead scorched from the painkilling electric current.
«You've got a heart of stone. How can your wife bear to live with you?» my neighbour began her dialogue with the doctor.
«Who do you think you are, woman? You're not the first to give birth or the last,» he said, rustling the pages of his book.
«You turd in trousers!» she howled. «What do you know about it? This is my third. If you menstruated once a year, you'd spend nine months preparing for it!»
«That's it,» said the doctor. «I've had enough.» He shut his book and walked out.
«Silly fool,» cried the long-legged blonde. «Why did you make him go? Who's going to deliver my baby now? You?»
«He wouldn't even notice unless you had it on his book!» retorted the other woman.
It was like a ship launched into space with women unable to call for help and incapable of helping themselves. The pain spiralled into a funnel, driving the ship forward to catastrophe. I emerged from a deep howl and a seared forehead, realizing post factum that both events concerned me. Attempting in vain to restrain the next howl, I forced myself not to turn the switch to maximum when the pain came; the lower half of my body separated from me and hovered under the ceiling, flapping the sheets like wings, while the upper half clung on to the bedstead, trying to focus between the agonizing pangs. Time lost all meaning, the room was swallowed up by semi-dusk and noise, and I bade farewell to all that was precious to me in this life.
There was a clatter of heels, and a young lady in glasses with a mask of disdain and fatigue on her plump face, snapped over me:
«Why are you giving birth in silence, woman? We've got to record all the data about your twins. Get on the trolley.»
My behaviour at that moment was anything but silent, yet the concept of discussion remained in the world I had left behind. I crawled onto the trolley like a crab and was barely conscious of the young lady attaching sensors to various parts of me in another room packed with monitors and rushing about amid the screens and notebooks to record the last few moments of my life.
Somehow I ended up on the delivery table by a window bathed in sunlight. The minute hand of the large clock showed nine twenty.
«There's no one around because it's in between shifts,» said the woman on the next delivery table in a gentle voice. It was as quiet as a morgue. You could hear the birds twittering like mad outside.
Two elderly women came into the room, walked up to me and gave a yell that brought all the staff rushing in. With total indifference I heard them say that I should have been delivered an hour ago, that I was torn to pieces, that goodness only knew what I would give birth to now and that they could all get the sack over this.
«Don't worry, everything will be fine? What's your name?» asked an elderly woman, turning me on to my back and almost lying on top of me. Having been called nothing but «woman» for the last few months and because I just hadn't the strength to tell her that I had been categorically forbidden to lie on my back, and because I was sure this was the long-awaited day of judgement, which would put an end to all my misery, I replied with a tongue like cotton wool:
«My name is woman,» and promptly passed out.
I opened my eyes in a cloud of smelling salts to see an incredibly large, black-haired, howling baby.
«Isn't he lovely?» the women gushed.
«Can I touch him?» I asked. They brought him over to me and I touched him timidly. He seemed as hot as a pie fresh from the oven.
«Don't relax. We've got to deliver the other one now. He's very active. He's already gulped too much of your amniotic fluid,» said the elderly woman.
«Can't I have a rest?»
«No, we've only got a few minutes. Quick, give her a drip in her arms and legs!» And a whole battalion of midwives, who had materialized from nowhere, began to insert the drips into my extremities, chattering non-stop as they did so. Another five minutes and I saw the second baby who howled even louder than the first as they slapped him.
«Is that one mine too?» I gasped like an idiot.
«Of course it is,» the nurse replied, unwinding the drip. «And thank your lucky stars that Professor Sidelnikova happened to come in, or you wouldn't have seen either of them.»
Then followed a tatty, unheated corridor, where my neighbour and I lay on trolleys for two hours with our bellies like deflated balloons as we studied the ornate moulding on the ceiling.
«Is anyone looking after them, do you think? Or have they been left like we have?» I asked.
«They'll never tell us,» my neighbour said gloomily.
«Mind you don't go to sleep, women!» everyone shouted at us as they passed by.
«Why don't they take us into the ward?» we asked them weakly.
«You must stay awake for two hours, so you catch internal bleeding if there is one. The bedside nurses here are only for foreigners.»
«But it's cold out here!»
«That's so you don't go to sleep.»
Two hours later I was on the operating table.
«Are you allergic to anaesthetic? It will take me an hour to sew this up, you're all in tatters,» said a cheerful young man in a green coat.
«I can stand it,» I replied and finally passed out under the mask.
«Tell your husband he owes me a bottle of wine. I did a good job on you. You're just as good as new now. Only why did he bring you here so late to have your twins? You won't be able to sit down for six months after this,» he said an hour later.
«He brought me here a month ago…»
«All right. We're only human too. What's your job?»
«I'm a student.»
«What of?»
«Philosophy.»
He was about to say that philosophers were only human as well, but thought better of it and said instead:
«Well, take it philosophically then.»
That must have been the last straw, because all my pent-up emotions burst out in a fit of sobbing.
«Calm down, calm down…» said the doctor anxiously, pinning me to the table and glancing into the other room where there should have been a nurse on duty. «If you cry like that all your stitches will come out and I'll have to spend another hour sewing you up again! And everything's fine. You've got two lovely boys! So what are you crying about, sweetheart?» He put a couple of shots into the syringe one after the other and shouted into the corridor. «Lena, Lida, where the blazes are you?» then started plunging syringes into my arm, which already felt like a pincushion. Then everything around me began to swim: the blinding light bulbs, the nurses who had turned up at last, and the green walls. And in the dizzy haze of this medical cocktail I saw myself running naked along the unheated corridor of the Institute of Gynaecology past lines of doctors who were spitting and throwing earth at me towards an open lighted door, while I tried to cover my big belly with my hands…
All this happened seventeen years ago for the sole reason that I am a woman. And as long as there are people who do not regard this as a suitable subject for discussion it will happen each day to other women, because being a woman in this world is not something worthy of respect, even when you are doing the only thing that men cannot do.

NINA GORLANOVA
HOW LAKE JOLLY CAME ABOUT

Translated by Jane Chamberlain.

Phew, this place smelled like the barracks.
«Let's go on over to the third ward, Golubova,» the midwife called in a peremptory bass. «Your blood pressure's up. You need to sleep, and the windows in the even wards open on the highway.»
Catching up her abdomen in her arms, Masha left the reception area and made her way toward the first floor. There the midwife disappeared into parts unknown. Now, aside from the smell of the barracks, essences of bleach and urine were vying for dominance. Suddenly from nowhere came a waft of watermelon. Masha decided this was her blood pressure playing tricks (objects abruptly shifting position, specks before her eyes, and various other manifestations). Have to lie down. She found the third ward and opened the door. Four pregnant cows looked up at her gloomily. To be on the safe side she asked, «May I come in?»
«Wish you would,» replied one of the women.
«We have forty-five mosquitoes on the ceiling,» another explained, «and with you here that makes fewer per capita.»
Masha raised her eyes: plaster hung in shreds from the ceiling, swaying back and forth (again that mobility of objects, specks and all). Masha counted the beds and divided forty-five by five. It came out to nine drifters apiece. Before that, it had been eleven-point-something.
A woman whose face was all covered with red blotches fastidiously caught a mosquito in flight with her thumb and index finger. She squashed it and grabbed another. It's like a circus, Masha marveled and sat down on the unoccupied bed by the window. The man-eaters began to circle her face in a cloud, looking for something to bite. «I should swat a few,» she decided, but her efforts brought no success. The mosquitoes slowly but invariably flew away and hid in the scales of the peeling whitewash on the wall.
«Don't jump around, you'll have premature birth,» warned the woman with the blotches and caught another mosquito with her two fingers. It seemed to Masha that there was something superhuman in such adroitness. Are all these oddities because of my blood pressure? she wondered and quickly lay down.
«Alena,» someone called from the street.
«I won't go to him.» She waved a greeting through the window glass. «When my face is a blight, I keep out of sight.»
«Is the skin problem because of your pregnancy?» Masha asked.
«No, it's the mosquitoes.»
At that moment the door cracked open and a teapot appeared.
«Nobody here wants milk,» commanded the bass voice of the midwife.
«Oh, yes, we do,» the women chorused.
«But you'd better watch out: it's cold, you'll take a chill, you'll get sick,» the midwife warned loudly, coming onto the ward.
«Nonsense… who cares?» The women held out their glasses and the youngest, barely more than a girl, explained to Masha: «This is what they give us for afternoon tea.»
Masha also took a glass from the bedside table and held it out to the midwife. The latter poured far less than a glassful for each, repeating, «I had a little taste — boy, is it cold!» From under her smock peeped a printed cotton dress on which a triple repetition of the Ministry of Health logo erupted in black among green leaves.
«After an intensive struggle, milk was nevertheless received,» Alena said as she began sipping it, but suddenly she bellowed, holding her abdomen. «They come visiting, but after that the contractions start up — ooowff — again!»
«How long between?» asked Masha.
«Not for two weeks yet. They say such things happen at this stage. False labor.»
«But what's the interval between your contractions?»
Alena picked up her watch, grumbled that it was always stopping, and began to shake it ruthlessly as one might shake a thermometer. Masha was unable to sit calmly by and witness such abuse relating to her own area of expertise. She asked Alena for the watch and moved it rhythmically several times from left to right. The watch had stopped.
«Time to clean it with some alcohol.»
«See, all your watch wants is a drinkie-poo,» said one of the women, who had gulped her milk and was obviously warming to a favorite topic.
But Alena turned to Masha. «Do you work at the watch factory? In which section?»
«On the assembly line.»
«My husband's an engineer in the third section,» Alena began, but she was interrupted by another contraction.
Outside the window an earth-moving machine let out a roar: Drrra-bub-bub-bub.
«Our friend has returned a teensy bit late from his lunch break, hmmm?» remarked a woman with a braid whom Masha had privately christened Schoolmarm.
«Golubova!» The head of the maternity division energetically entered the ward and tried to outshout the noise of the earth-mover: «You're new here, so I'd better explain something. We haven't any water in the lavatory. Well, that's how it is. Some women have written to complain, but you see, we won't be in this building much longer — any day now we'll be moving into the new one.»
To confirm her words, the earth-mover began vigorously devouring the rocky earth to prepare it for the foundation of the new hospital.
«Strictly speaking, this building hasn't existed on paper for five years now. But one of the women wrote Moscow to complain. The commission is going to check on it one of these days,» the head doctor spread her hands helplessly. The lapel of her lab coat also bore the Ministry of Health logo. «Well, getting back to the present, ladies, how did we pass the night?» she asked.
«Just like the Kremlin Congress: applause swelling to ovation,» said Alena and clapped her hands, trying to dispatch some mosquitoes.
Drrra-bub-bub-bub, the earth-mover roared.
The head doctor seemed not to hear Alena, but she also made reference to the mosquitoes. «We sprayed the basement yesterday.»
«Do more good if they stretched some cheesecloth over the window,» Alena said.
«Anna Lvovna, still no sign of my test results, hmm?» asked the Schoolmarm with exaggerated pique.
«I got back results from two Nichiporenko tests, even though they only did one general,» the Girl-woman chimed in.
Masha stepped into the conversation, egged on by Alena's determination. «Your test results probably went to the new hospital, since this one no longer exists on paper.»
Drrra-bub-bub-bub.
The head doctor pranced out of the ward.
«But the new hospital doesn't exist either,» Alena said.
«Why didn't you tell her about your contractions? Maybe it's time for you to go into labor.»
«I really don't want to right now — haven't used up all my maternity leave yet. I could party for another two weeks. Why should I give this money to somebody else? Or maybe I should just go ahead and deliver?» She turned to Masha. «Yesterday I took a urine test to the lab, but then a piece of plaster fell all over me — they had to pour out all eight jars.»
«What can you expect from a building that hasn't existed for five years?»
«Alena, you were going to try and find out about my antibiotics, whether it might hurt the baby because I lied about those two weeks?» the Girl-woman asked hurriedly. «You will call, won't you?»
«It's only yourself you deceived. You fudged the two weeks so they'd give you antibiotics, so now go ahead and poison the child,» Alena answered.
«It won't be me that…»
«From six months on taking antibiotics is okay, and that's exactly where you are.»
«That's if you count the fudged time, but it's really only five-and-a-half. You will call your friend, won't you?»
«Come on, Golubova, let's take your blood pressure.»
Masha went out into the corridor and walked toward the voice. As she walked, she thought: This is me walking in a corridor that no longer exists. For some reason she couldn't stop wondering about the building's being extinct and about that commission from Moscow, although she herself didn't know why this was so important.
In the dining room the elderly midwife was taking the blood pressure of some newly arrived patients, who were covering their nostrils from the stench. On the wall hung a colorful advisory: PERMISSION OF MIDWIFE REQUIRED BEFORE TURNING ON TELEVISION. Masha glanced about in search of a TV set but found none. Quick-witted Masha, who had grown up in a crowded hostel, suddenly felt uncomfortable and confused. She looked around uncertainly. The pressure dial showed one-sixty over one hundred. Of course, it's just my blood pressure, she said to herself. If I could just lie down and get some sleep.
But sleep was impossible. Although Alena did not wish to give birth, nature had gone to work — implacable as a clock — and the birth process was accelerating. Alena kept moaning and repeating, «So many people on earth, did they all start like this? So many people on earth…»
Drrra-bub-bub-b… The earth-mover wheezed and expired.
«Our friend finished up a bit early today, didn't he?» said the Girl-woman. «Of course, if I'd known my kidneys would go on the blink, I wouldn't have lied in the first place.»
«Look, I just won't have time to phone anybody,» Alena said in an interval between contractions.
«So what do you want,» Masha asked her, «a boy or a girl?»
«Agirl. Isolde.»
«I want a boy — Vadim,» Masha answered.
«The patronymic will be awkward for his children: Vadimovich. One has to think of the future.»
«Who knows what people will be called in the future? Perhaps they'll all have nuclear names or something like that.»
«Maybe it's false labor after all, huh?» The Girl-woman was using her fingers for complex calculations of the term of her pregnancy.
But this was no false labor. Alena understood at last that she was giving birth in earnest and it was time for her to go to the delivery room. She asked Masha to dispose of her apple cores and watermelon rinds.
«Is the bathroom far?» Masha could hardly see through the specks dancing before her eyes.
«Yes, and be grateful that it is — it doesn't smell so much.»
«Is it true there's no water there?»
«How can there be water in a building that hasn't existed for five years?»
Masha walked along the corridor and found her destination. She tossed the garbage into a trash can where it became a committed partisan in the battle among the many other odors hanging there. But she'd had enough for now. Masha walked back to the ward. Alena was gone.
The women asked whether there was a line for the lavatory. Yes, there was. Damn!
«Even in the hostel where I hang out it's not so bad as here,» said the Girl-woman, and she sat down across from Masha.
Masha understood that the Girl-woman wanted to have a chat and said through the red speckles, «You hang out in a settlement house, but my hangout is the barracks.» She lay down.
«What about me — I usually hang out at the train station,» announced the woman who had been so interested in the shot of alcohol earlier. «In a barracks, you say? And your husband does… what?»
The words somehow came out against Masha's will. «Well, let's see… he was a photographer for awhile, but now he's gone out to do some construction.»
He was a photographer, in fact, only he never had become Masha's husband, even though he used to say to her: «There's an old saying: 'It's a quicker trip to the registry office from the bedroom than from the cinema'.» As it turned out, the quick trip had been to the maternity hospital. But after all, she was thirty-one; when would she be able to have a child if not now? It was three years since her mother had died, leaving her and her sister alone in the world. They'd hold things together somehow and raise the child. But then again, barracks was a barracks.
«He's trying to get an apartment, hmmm? They say working on a construction site helps you get one sooner.»
Masha realized it was the Schoolmarm speaking to her. Yes, he was trying to get an apartment. Yes, they'd been married a year. Yes, it was because of her blood pressure that she'd been hospitalized earlier. I'm staying in a hospital that doesn't exist, talking about a husband I don't have. Here the midwife called her for an injection and Masha returned to reality. She went out into the corridor, and suddenly her water broke.
«My water broke,» she said aloud.
«What happened, Golubova?» asked the midwife, peering out of the treatment room. «Here's the water, but what about the contractions?» she fretted.
«I don't know.»
«Let me take some blood from you right away and we'll send you over to pre-birthing. They'll give you some castor oil there, maybe the contractions will come. But this stimulation…»
When Masha arrived in pre-birthing Alena was hollering above the noise, lying in bed and waving her arms as if preparing for takeoff.
«What about you-ou-ou?!» Alena bellowed to Masha, and they carted Alena off to delivery.
Masha could hear the powerful voice of the gynecologist, Alena's silence, and then the hoarse cry of a baby. But I'm not having any contractions, Masha thought, noticing that the window and wall were tilting slantwise. Outside it was already night. «It's my blood pressure again,» Masha said softly aloud. She knew she would leave this place with a baby, and for its sake she could endure anything.
At midnight the doctor gave Masha some castor oil and then began sliding obliquely to the floor. Masha grabbed him by the arm.
«What's the matter with you?» she heard.
«Nothing. This happens sometimes because of my blood pressure. Things move.»
«Do objects move, or do you?»
«I don't move, no.»
«That's not so bad. Drink the castor oil in one gulp. That's a good girl.»
Masha gulped it down, and soon the first contraction overwhelmed her. Those that followed frightened her, and she begged and begged: «Vadim, Vadim, have pity.» But Vadim was bursting pitilessly into the world — Masha could already feel his head. Such a world you're pushing into, where some things don't even exist on paper, Masha thought, and she cried out into the darkness of the corridor, «My baby's coming!»
The night made no response. Masha slid out of bed and, crouching on all fours so as not to crush the baby, crawled out of the ward through the open door. A midwife, very young, was asleep at her desk.
«Midwife, I'm giving birth,» Masha bellowed.
The midwife opened her eyes wide for a second, and then, apparently deciding she was having a dream about a person on all fours, calmed down and went back to sleep. Masha returned to the ward, struggled back onto the bed and there gave birth. At the cry of the newborn, the midwife came running at a trot and called the doctor. He came in and then ran out, quickly reappearing with his instruments.
«Blood type? Rhesus factor? All torn up. Be sewing all night…» carried darkly through Masha's confusion, then she caught the order, «Now make an effort!»
«I can't.»
«Why not?»
«I don't have the strength,» Masha grew bolder on seeing the expressions on the faces of the doctor and midwife. «Not so young anymore — I'm thirty.»
«I'm also thirty, but I certainly don't consider myself a senior citizen,» said the doctor.
«You don't have to give birth either.»
«On the contrary, I give birth fifteen times every other day,» he answered, injecting something into a vein on her right arm. «Remember, five minutes after four.»
«Who was born to me?»
«What do you mean, who? It's a girl.»
«Let me see her.»
«We'll go over to neonatal.»
They took Masha on a stretcher to the newborn ward and there pointed out her daughter, already swaddled.
«What a little terror,» Masha said with contentment.
«Spit 'n' image of her mother,» replied the midwife.
Masha was happily silent.
By seven the next morning she was lying in a ward with Alena. Both were disappointed that the births had turned out so perversely: Alena had a son, Masha a daughter. On the wall was a colorful admonition: TURN ON QUARTZ LAMP THREE TIMES DAILY TO SANITIZE WARD. Masha looked around for the quartz lamp and there it was, good. The sun was also doing its utmost to sanitize the ward for them, though September was nearing its end.
«Did I cradle my belly with my arms?» Alena asked.
«No, you just flapped them about like sails.»
«An old woman told me you shouldn't use your arms during labor, or the child will be unlucky.»
Masha remembered how she had been walking from the barracks to the hospital when she was stopped by Granny Anya and Granny Tanya, sitting on a bench: «Hey, want us to tell you what your baby's going to be?» Granny Anya had predicted a girl, while deaf Granny Tanya, not hearing a word her friend was saying, had nodded vigorously and said, yes, it would be a son.
«I've got a yen for some grapes,» Alena started up.
«Take some from my bag,» Masha said, gearing up for a detailed discussion of their birthing experiences.
But Alena was off on another tack. «I'm so hungry! If only I had some coffee and cookies or something. Boy, have I got some wonderful cookies at home, Yugoslavian. Taste just like cream. If only I had a Thermos right now, and the coffee was good and hot! My husband should be here any minute.»
«That sounds like him calling you now.»
Alena went to the window and a volley of exclamations and purring ensued. «So much for your Isolde,» she said to her husband in parting. «Now think up a name for your son.»
«Excellent, I'll think about it. Lena, where do we keep the money?»
«Where else? In the cream jug.»
«What's there won't do for a crib. Where's the rest?»
«Where it's needed, there it lies. Suppose you just go get me a care package and be sure you don't forget the cookies.»
Alena's husband, she had just been explaining, played bass guitar in a restaurant after work.
«I was having the time of my life,» Alena was saying, «but no, the doctors made me have a baby. After I went to work at the food warehouse in the grocery department, I gained forty-five pounds over the summer. Do you think I used to be like this? I weighed 103 pounds! There was no reason to start somebody. Why rent your body out to someone else for nine months, or even eight and a half — I'm not crazy! But it couldn't be helped. This extra weight landed me in pathology twice — the first time with such clods, you wouldn't believe — somebody brought them fried fish, imagine, store-bought, batter-fried fish, what a stench, you couldn't breathe — not only did it stink to high heaven, but to watch them eating it. What can be keeping my precious? He must want me to sic the dog on him today.»
Yet another new mother was brought into the ward, and she asked who it was that had given birth right in the pre-birthing area.
«I did,» Masha answered, «What of it?»
«The head doctor scolded your doctor so — he works three jobs, she says, and she got in trouble because of him — he shouldn't have fallen asleep.»
«What's your name? Rosa. You know, Rosa, many people have to work two jobs these days,» Alena said, nibbling her way through a package of Yugoslavian cookies.
When her husband arrived after dinner, Alena asked playfully: «So why are you coming empty handed? I've already gone through the provisions.»
«Lena, you've got to tell me where the money is — that guy Vaska from our band is about to leave, and I won't be able to get the crib without him.»
«Are you going to bring me a care package?»
«But what about the crib?»
«I told you.»
«But I'm telling you; I need that money.»
«Well, why are you getting ugly with me when I'm having such a tough time here?» Alena began to dab at her eyes.
Alena's husband went out to get a food package. Soon they brought two newborns into the ward to be nursed. They gave one to Alena and the other to Rosa. Masha saw the familiar specks before her eyes.
«Your baby is at risk for newborn trauma.»
«How's that?» Masha asked in a whisper.
«She's too excitable and cries too much. You know you had her in bed, after all — those are considered hazardous births. We're giving her a mixture of bromide and magnesium.»
It seemed to Masha that she was bobbing up and down, or more nearly, that she was being tossed up and down. The doctor's words returned to her: «Do objects move, or do you? It's better when it's the objects that move.»
But the lactation nurse had already brought decanters to express her milk into and had cautioned her, «Don't drink much the first two days. The milk doesn't really come in until the third day, so you can develop mastitis.»
Masha didn't know how mastitis and drinking were related but felt too shy to ask about it. And here were the pediatric nurses back again for their charges.
«Couldn't you just leave them with us until the next feeding,» said Rosa, regretfully parting with the precious bundle but, looking at Masha's face, she had second thoughts and lapsed into silence.
«Why should they leave them with us?» Alena remarked. «What if they did let us unbundle them and change their little didies, what then? Let's have some fun while we still can, huh? Masha, take less into your head and more into your stomach.»
Alena herself was constantly taking something into her stomach: a cutlet, a pie, an apple, a bunch of grapes, a chicken leg, followed by another apple. The thermos of coffee ran out along toward evening, and Alena was sadly obliged to get by on cream and juice before the last feeding at midnight. Masha put herself in Alena's place and mentally drank a mug of coffee. With a pie. She'd brought a bit of fruit with her, but that was all she'd managed to grab. Now she felt exhausted with nothing to fortify her after giving birth. It would be nice to have some chocolate, like Rosa. Rosa had been receiving an uninterrupted avalanche of relatives, and all of them had, for some reason, brought chocolates. At long last she shared them with Masha and Alena. Masha put herself in Rosa's place and did not refuse the treat. No one had come to see her on either the first day or the second. Masha's sister had taken a seasonal job on a farm, and her coworkers probably didn't even know about the birth yet. On the third day a friend from the barracks, Liza, arrived, bringing a hunk of semolina pudding and a can of pickled mushrooms. But Masha could not manage much glee over this since Liza had also brought some disturbing news: the night before, the Belyaevs had all but burned the kitchen down — they'd left a saucepan with some kasha cooking on a stove burner and gone out to party. Half the wall had burned out. Liza was sorry the whole barracks hadn't burned down, but Masha didn't know whether to be glad or distressed. The bits and pieces she had acquired over thirty years would be difficult to replace. Things were easy for the likes of Alena; that's why she could be so audacious.
Masha witnessed Alena's audacity again on the fourth day. That was when they first brought Masha's daughter, recovering at last, to be nursed. Once Masha's milk had come in, her daughter nursed well; she didn't have to express as much milk as before. But Alena had so much milk remaining after nursing that she spent half an hour expressing one breast while the other grew hard and reddened. She could not expel even a drop from it. It was as though all the fruit, pies, and chicken had been accumulating in her body and now there it all was, stuck in the path of the milk. By evening Alena's breast had swelled enormously, its color no longer red but crimson with shadings of violet. Masha attempted to help Alena, and the lactation nurse also bustled around her, but all in vain. At night her temperature rose. They couldn't reach the doctor because women were giving birth left and right in the delivery room. At first Alena got on the phone, calling friends for advice, but later announced she was going to file a written grievance with the Ministry of Health. At that, the doctor appeared on the spot. He held an ice bag to Alena's violet breast, waited for the pain to subside, then began expressing. The milk came in seven spurts.
«This is what you need to do; continue with that, and try to drinkless.»
Alena happened to have some coffee left in her thermos which she immediately offered Masha, even pouring it with her own hands. To refuse would have been silly, and Masha accepted the cup.
«It's so hot, it even made the milk stir in my breast!»
«This is one of those imported vaccuum bottles,» Alena replied happily, energetically expressing her breasts. «Well, comrade titty, it seems you're saved,» and she moved the ice bag to the other breast.
That very night the thought ripened in Masha's head that she too needed to write a letter to Moscow. It was five years ago, after all, that they had promised to demolish the barracks in their settlement, but to date, nothing had changed. Again that summer they'd whitewashed the entryway, which meant that no changes were foreseen in the next three years. The only hope was that the Belyaevs would start a real conflagration. But Masha did not want to wait for a fire. She might have to leave her daughter alone in the room to run out for food, and now the Belyaevs with their pyromania…
Masha spent all of the fifth day writing a letter to Moscow, while Alena waxed indignant over having to give presents to the pediatric nurses.
«It's their job to take care of people. Why must they be given something extra?»
«Probably because the pay is so low no one comes to work here,» Rosa said.
«For example, everyone wants to work at the food warehouse,» Masha added.
The next day they were discharged. While Masha was phoning Liza, Rosa's husband, surrounded by relatives, arrived to pick her up, and Alena watched out the window to see how they would all fit into three cars.
When Liza appeared, Masha showed her the letter first, then her daughter.
«Well,» Liza said, «They'll wear you out. They'll twist you around like a snail.»
«I only described matters as they are. I added nothing. Didn't they promise to demolish it five years ago? They promised.»
«Well, just watch out.»
* * *
In answer to Masha's letter, a large envelope arrived which proved to contain a map of the town and its environs. It was a very beautiful map: emerald green squares of parks, intricately scattered threads of railroads, the wide blue ribbon of the Kama River elegantly dividing the town into two parts. On official letterhead was written:
Dear Comrade Golubova, M. V.
In re yours of 9/30/82, we advise you that the Levanevsky settlement was demolished last year and replaced with Lake Jolly. We enclose a map.

And, indeed, on the map Masha found in place of the settlement a bluish spot with washed-out outlines along which the words LAKE JOLLY were written in capitals. The map gave off an impressive odor of printer's ink.
This was how everyone in the barracks learned that they were living at the bottom of a lake. Granny Anya humbly opined, «The people in Moscow, they know better.»
«At least we'll have fish to eat now,» agreed Granny Tanya.
«What's this about fish? I can't swim a stroke,» said Liza.
«But remember what I told you, Mama — buy a mask, I said.»
«What sort of mask?»
«For staying underwater. They have them in sporting goods shops,» Liza's son explained.
«Don't buy a mask; buy port wine,» was Belyaev's advice, «This calls for a drink!»
When the Belyaevs realized that no one was in favor of this idea, they resolutely refused to live at the bottom of a lake: «We have rheumatism, I'm telling you, and a touch of lumbago.»
«I mustn't drink — I'm a nursing mother,» Masha explained.
Masha was still nursing her seven-month-old daughter. Up to that time she had not had a single photograph made, remembering Alena's words that infants shouldn't be photographed until they were six months old — some old superstition.
«It's time to photograph her.»
«Will you photograph mine too?» Liza asked. «Tomorrow's May Day.»
Down the river swiftly floats
a cow dressed in an overcoat…


came a snippet of song from the Belyaevs' room.
«They must have found a nip somewhere after all,» Masha surmised.
Paper shirts for us —
It's gone from bad to wuss


«Well, at least one good thing came out of all this — he taught me how to take pictures,» said Masha.
That night she went to sleep to the accompaniment of the ditties, and in the morning she awoke to more of the same.
Reach out and touch me, hand or foot
From the other side of town.
Call me, baby, on the phone.


Or perhaps the loudspeaker had already been set up on the street? She dressed her daughter in a white outfit and spent a long time taking her picture against the backdrop of the May Day parade. She ran out an entire roll of film and developed it that very evening, impatient to see what she had gotten. In the first photo, Masha's daughter was smiling in Liza's arms, coquettishly revealing her naked gums. On the right were the flags and the flowers, on the left the black outlines of their very own barracks.
«Here we are on Lake Jolly,» Liza said. «That photo should be sent to Moscow.»
«And I'll send it!» Masha promised.
«Well, just watch out,» Liza warned.
Along the River Dunderpote
My sweetheart rows his little boat…


issued from the Belyaevs; their celebration was going full blast.
Even on ordinary days, however, the Belyaevs often celebrated. So, when one hot night in July Masha heard a knock on the door, she thought first of them. With the heavy rocking horse in readiness, she opened the door. On an earlier occasion the only thing that had saved her from the Belyaevs was their fear of the cast iron horse. On the threshold, however, stood a policeman.
«Comrade Golubova? Maria? Or Lydia?»
This is it, Masha guessed, and she dropped the rocking horse.
«Does Lydia Golubova live here?» the policeman asked again, picking up the rocking horse.
«Out on the… I mean… she's away on a business trip,» Masha managed.
«Get ready, you're coming with us,» the policeman barked, grabbing the rocking horse and putting it in a laundry basket which he had carried out into the corridor. «Make it snappy.»
Masha peered into the corridor of the barracks: there was hustle and bustle there, armed soldiers, someone had broken a glass salad bowl and a young lieutenant was gluing it back together. Two firemen were helping Granny Anya carry a bed out while Granny Tanya was carried out lying on her sofa and crossing herself.
The Belyaevs were still bawling out their ditties: «Sticky-wicky, Grampa's wishin' — too bad Gramma's gone out fishin'.»
«Silence! You're disturbing the lieutenant,» the policeman yelled sternly.
First I fell for a lieutenant,
Then a captain I ensnared,
Kept on mounting higher, higher,
Till a goatherd's bed I shared.


«Are we having an earthquake?» Masha asked.
«How could there be an earthquake here?» answered a cadet and began piling her daughter's toys into the stroller.
It took them half an hour to carry out all the belongings. Only the lieutenant was holding up the eviction — he was still trying to resuscitate the salad bowl.
On the street stood lots of trucks loaded with boats. Some men with a few days' beard — recruited from the drunk tank, no doubt — were unloading the boats and hastily piling furniture and dishes into the trucks. The residents of the barracks were standing on the trucks' platforms receiving their belongings. Soldiers with walkie-talkies scurried here and there.
«Did you get the gunpowder? Where are the paratroopers?»
«Be here any minute now.»
«Gonna demo Pirogov Street too?»
«Idiot! Put the dynamite here. This is the sensitive spot.»
«Children should all go in the cabs.» A truck marked «Live Fish» pulled up, followed by two ambulances. An aroma of roses drifted by. Masha followed her nose to the source and spied a truck for transporting livestock. Behind the wooden lattices some men from the South, probably marketplace workers, sat hugging immense armfuls of roses. Their faces were animated and indignant. But at this point the landing of some helicopters almost flattened them, and the Southerners began obediently unloading the flowers. The helicopters gained altitude and also began ejecting some bud-like objects which blossomed out and turned into courageous parachutists.
Caaall me, baby, on thephoooone…


Masha turned toward the voices and saw the Belyaevs fighting with a paratrooper, yanking the pocket out of his spotted overalls together with the flask it contained. The paratrooper adroitly outmaneuvered them.
«Comrade commander, may I retaliate?»
«I'll show you — all you wanna do is punch somebody in the nose. What we have here is a peaceful resettlement of residents to peaceful apartments and at the same time a drill in evacuation techniques.»
«Are we going to get apartments?» Liza asked. «Oh, Masha, look!»
The lieutenant with the salad bowl, who had never flagged in his task, was speedily gluing in the last piece of glass. The sergeant chalked the number «1» on their truck and muttered a grumpy aside, «What's he doing with that silly dish?»
«I dare say the Moscow Commission will want everything just so,» the lieutenant replied stiffly for reasons known only to him.
«Let's get moving,» came the order, and the truck Masha was riding in tore swiftly ahead, spinning her around and throwing her left and right among her things. Through the cab's rear window she could see her daughter sitting on Liza's lap, drooling intently. Dogs commented on the resettlement with a respectable hoarse bark. Some tights were flapping in the wind. Masha had not managed to tuck them in properly. Just as she bent over to unhook them from the side, the truck lurched over a railroad track, and Masha flew out with the tights.
As she fell to the ground, her instant inventory confirmed that everything was in the right place, although some superficial bumps appeared — on her elbow, for example. The tights were still flapping in the wind like the banner of some obscure liberation movement. The driver of the second truck saw her fall and stopped. «The doctors will be coming in the middle of the column.»
«Yes, but my baby's in the first truck.»
«Well, climb on up.»
They took them to a new twelve-story building and began getting them settled. Masha was given a separate two-room apartment. And what an apartment! With a balcony and a pantry. Two women were still wallpapering the entry hall. Liza and her children moved into a neighboring apartment. Suddenly an explosion rang out, followed by two more. Masha ran out onto the balcony.
«What's that?»
«They're excavating,» a policeman answered politely from the roadway.
And so it was that by noon, in place of the Levanevsky Settlement, there lapped the waters of Lake Jolly. In the clear water a goldfish played, flashing its golden sides. Masha could see a whole school of fish like it. She wanted to touch them, but the cast prevented her from dipping her right hand into the water. They had put the cast on her at the hospital because some sort of «toma» had sprung up on her elbow due to the injury. The cast gleamed brightly white, out of harmony with the gay clothing of the promenaders.
The brand new black asphalt was still elastic beneath her heels, and the smell of it wrought havoc with the aroma of the roses in enormous vases that stood on marble pedestals. From a loudspeaker jumped the strains of a merry tune.
Unexpectedly, a man threw off his clothes and leapt into the water, drowning out the loudspeaker with his song.
Fishies swimming on the bottom…
Don't even try — you'll never catch one.


Belyaev — for that was who it was — wailed at the top of his lungs in a surprisingly unintoxicated voice. Masha did not recognize his face immediately: the customary iridescent bags under his eyes had disappeared. All at once he dove, and in the depths Masha could make out a corner of the barracks with some knocked-out windows through which Belyaev slipped, right after the goldfish.
Just then a boat was launched from the opposite shore. In it was a lady accompanied by a gentleman. The lady trailed her hand in the water, her shapely torso reclining. As they swept past her, Masha recognized Alena.

ANASTASIA GOSTEVA
CLOSED AMERICAS

Translated by Subhi Sherwell.

He was sitting on the corner of Jampath Lane and the Tibetan Market, where flowed the invisible boundary, separating the world of importunate and hysterical Indian bartering from the realm of the unhurried and solid Tibetan enterprise; between the Indians fleecing the wide-eyed, gullible tourists, brown and oily Indians who might almost have been moulded out of whole lumps of cannabis, and the Tibetans, hewn from a sandalwood tree in a few sharp, sure strokes by a certain notorious carpenter from Galilee.
He was sitting there in a white Punjab kaftan and a white turban, a curious hybrid of a felt doll and the spermatozoon from that Woody Allen film, which had grown into a big albino otter with black whiskers. There was probably some business we should have been attending to. Dealings in Delhi (I personally found this pun quite amusing). We had only a vague recollection of what these dealings were, but we knew for certain that it was precisely their existence (the dealings, I mean) that was dragging our bodies down into this cesspit. What if they had… well, who knows how many shadowy vistas would have opened out before us? All right, enough of that… So we found ourselves inevitably drawn towards this otter, all the while trying to avoid making eye contact with all and sundry, so as not to bring about this all and sundry's premature death by getting up their hopes for a gigantic hypothetical sale.
There he was, sitting on the corner deep in thought, on a folding stool covered with stripy cloth… and we'll never know what he was thinking, the bastard. And what infuriates me most of all, is that we'll never know what the whole lot of them were thinking about. We're only wasting time discussing such rubbish. We weren't even…
…intending to stop. I wasn't at any rate. He rushed out and intercepted us, brandishing a little leather folder. He wasn't particularly convincing with that little folder of his there on the corner of Jampath Lane and the Tibetan Market. And now he'd metamorphosed from an otter into a university trade union organizer on the day when everyone's travel cards were being handed out. We found ourselves in a sealed-off bullet-proof glass gutter, a gusting north-westerly wind, veering to northerly, salty ocean water with a moderate concentration of iodine, slow current but it swept us under the hill and we were unable to stop. He floated alongside, gurgling and spluttering with the novelty of it all, and waving his folder about upwards and sideways like the saintly worker leading the May Day march on the famous poster. I wondered why he wasn't melting. What had they mixed into him? Taku said nothing. I suspected that he didn't really burden himself with thought processes. Which was exactly what I needed. The man of my life. Sometimes he said: «oh-la-la,» and he had a funny Japanese accent when he said that «oh-la-la.» It made me smile. The trade-union organizer flung open his little folder and waved some photographs of a sadhu wearing orange robes and coloured wreaths. Taku lit a cigarette.
The ground we were now standing on was rough, porous and ochre-grey. It was cracked, like an almond cookie, little clumps of scorched grass stuck out and different insects, beetles and spiders were crawling about. There was a smell of warm manure. For some reason I could only breathe through one nostril. Probably the right one. I'm always getting my left and right confused. Taku didn't distinguish between them at all. He was absolutely supple. When he grew tired he'd lean his elbow out onto the air or sit down on it and take a breather. I hadn't noticed how the trade-union organizer had pulled out a low stone urn with small yellow flowers and seated Taku on its edge. «Have you ever had your fortune told before? Tell me? Where? Here in India? I'll do it for you now…» Taku yawned. He yawned just like Mowgli. Yawned like a man who had grown up in the wild among beasts that didn't yawn, didn't smile, and who was now trying these new mimes out on his face. «Now you listen to what I'm telling you, I can read your thoughts, I can tell your fortune, I'm a brilliant yogi.» He quickly drew three horizontal lines and three vertical ones on a scrap of paper to make a grid of nine squares. «Give me a number between two and seven.» Taku looked him in the eye lazily… the fakir drew a clumsy figure of three in one of the squares. Taku stubbed out his cigarette on the sole of his Grinders and sluggishly threw away the butt… All around us the hawkers buzzed and careened, diving in front of people, clattering and jangling with their hypnotic eyes… «Where're you from? Japan? Give me a name of a flower and an animal»… this was all turning into a cheap farce… «daisy, elephant»… and I stood there on the corner of Jampath Lane and the Tibetan Market, on the almond cookie cracking in the intense heat, and like some idiot I thought about immortality… that it was such a strange thing… you can't become immortal, either you're born immortal or not… we can never know for certain, you only know that you're probably not mortal, and you constantly flounder in the gap, as in parachute riggings, plastered in the air, and you've always got to confirm your immortality, but no matter what you do, even if you think it only has a focused, localized meaning, it is at once both in your future and your past, because you were born immortal, and you're just in a fleeting moment. And then you suddenly become a curious exception to the world at large and submit to the laws of quantum physics. I often think such rubbish…
The fakir drew a «d» and an «e» in two of the empty squares, twirled his moustache and a dry wind twirled Taku's golden, sunburnt hair, and the fakir asked «when were you born?»… he asked «can you speak?»… Taku glanced at me calmly and smirked… he was unencumbered, he looked at himself all the time in the mirror, straightened out his hair, spruced himself up, and I looked at him, and it brought us closer… the otter lost his patience and jabbered quickly… «look over here, I'm writing down three letters, LMC, love, marriage, change, you'll get married in September, you'll return to India in two year time, you'll…» Taku got up and walked towards a vortex of delicate spinning iron rods with large spikes, and among the rods lots of eyes would appear and disappear, appear and disappear, appear and dis-… And music was playing, a silvery-blue siren song, and sparks danced to it and the music was also whirling round in the vortex, and the iron rods now turned into lianas, brown, beige, ashen, leopard-skinned, they slithered and flowed and revolved and pulsed and changed their hue… and they asked me «what do you want?» and I said «to write» «and what would you give to do that?» «anything» «anything?» «yes» «would you go without children?»… I looked at my stomach, gelatinous and transparent and bulging, and inside it in some sort of a spacesuit someone was living, and he was preparing to leave… and I cried out «no»… I thought I cried out, maybe that was just the way it seemed, you can never say anything for certain… «No» I said «to write and love» I twisted myself up into the vertical funnel… the otter grabbed back my arm… «You have a big heart»… and I imagined my own heart taking up all the free space inside me, and the other organs, all the little livers and spleens and stomachs, pressing themselves up against my skin trying to fight their way through to my arms and legs, trying to get an audience with my brain to explain the whole situation… «Oh I can tell from your palm, you had a great love once, but you split up, and he broke your heart»… now the little livers and spleens and stomachs hunched over my heart in sorrow and tried to glue it back together with Superglue… and Lou Reed sang about a perfect day when he could be somebody else, somebody new… and I made a wry face… the folder slipped off his lap and the pictures scattered in the yellow dust… «but in July there'll come a change of fortunes, in July you'll meet an American, and you'll fall in love, and you'll marry him in 1999, and… gimme some money» «I don't have any» «You do» «I don't» «I see in your eyes that you do».
«And I see in yours that you can't see»… he said «This will lie heavily on your conscience»… now he looked like a soft-boiled semolina dumpling… I replied «But I don't have a conscience» and he…
…I stood up and followed Taku. We gathered our things. We were heading for Nepal. I forgot all about the yogi. I took Taku by the hand and we walked along dusty grey-green streets, our unsteady feet shuffling through piles of rubbish, past shops and shanties, zoos and banks, along the ocean shore and beneath the benumbed Indian sky, and by our side the slopes of the Himalayas soared up, and grey monkeys swung on the railings of bridges, and street urchins tugged at our clothes and grinning Indians yelled after us «Halloo, sweet lady and chocolate man!» and the stars burned brightly overhead, as they had a thousand years before and would a thousand years hence… and they cried out «How are Juan Matus and his wife Dona Juanita, and their darling student Don Carlos?» and I replied «They're well thank you, but Carlos Castaneda lives on the roof, and Carlson Castaneda lives on all of our „roofs“… and I sensed that I was trembling all over…»
…I told myself to relax, you're not shaking, we're all in the palms of the good Lord and he's rocking us all gently in his arms… the customers phoned, I couldn't work, I smoked, went to the kitchen, had a cup of tea, returned, smoked, up and down, up and down, sat at my computer… the April sun was casting its warmth upon the windowsills… «Marina?» «Yes?» «What's up with that contract of yours?» «Dunno» «Think they'll sign it?» «I think they will, yes» «Good» up and down, up and… He rang and said «Get here now»…
He had insolent brown eyes and a powerful smirk, we were having coffee in the restaurant of the Balchug Hotel, the clouds were floating high in the sky behind him and he was staring straight at me… «I feel so calm with you»… he was used to building people, he liked the power of it, and I didn't feel like resisting, a week before I was still in India where the mushrooms with their enormous hats would bow down to me… «I know six words of Hebrew», I said «Kamma ze olle, l'chaim and geschevt»… He smiled… «Geschevt is Yiddish»… «I used to think that l'chaim was a type of verb…» It was hard for me to explain to him about how Russian verbs conjugated just like French ones… His cell phone rang… and it was like three years ago all over again… date of birth, nationality, make of car, up and down, up and down… he moved to another table and I looked downwards, at the river, across the bridge, through a huge windowpane, and saw an almost empty restaurant room, small bunches of people at the little tables, the back of a man on the phone who was going round and round like the minute hand on a clock, and the face of a girl who was still in India only a week ago tilted backwards, and I stared at her and she at me until one of us ran up against the cupola of a hotel that was under construction… and I felt that my tilted-back head was quivering and freeing itself from my neck, and I tried to prevent it, but… «How old are you?» «Twenty-two, and you?» «Thirty-two, you got a boyfriend?» «From time to time» «And what time is it now?» «Between times, but you can never say anything for certain» «Fine, and what do you do?» «I write poetry, you?» «Precious stones» «Why Russia? You should go to India» «You think so?» «And why do you bother?» «With what?» «Precious stones» «Have you read Orwell's Animal Farm?»… The waitress dropped her tray and a sugar-cube leapt out from it and flew into my boot… I turned my head away and he used the moment to examine my green nails… «The world is a struggle for power, there are privileged animals and unprivileged ones, and I belong to the former category and don't want to give it up»… he said this all without a hint of irony… the April sun turned cartwheels in joy, spilling out light, pouring into this pathetic business reservation… my poor, poor Jewish boy, blinded by his own self-importance… I smiled… «Don't you agree?» «What do you mean, I always agree with everybody, I'm a conformist»… I could scarcely stop myself bursting into laughter… «But I know that in this world there are many essences, visible and invisible, and we can communicate with them, and I know as well that in this world there is nothing except love, and you have to feel its flow and not swim against the current»… «That's all very poetic» «So are we meeting this evening?» «Maybe» «I want to kiss you» «But of course, you're far too busy to have coffee with a girl you don't want to kiss» «And you?» «Oh I often have coffee with girls» «I'm being serious» «So am I, but unlike you I'm completely free» «And what about your job?» «My job and I are well suited to each other»… I walked along the embankment towards the metro, and the April sun stuck out its tongue, and the April wind tread on my toes and waves of energy covered me from behind, and I kept walking, stumbling on the air and getting calluses from rubbing against time, and a yellow butterfly alighted on my arm, and I could smell cinnamon and the river and petrol, and I kept thinking that our bodies are God's clothes and bravura suffering is vulgar, but only suffering wears out our bodies and only then does the body of our Lord show through them… but then I've said that my head is stuffed with all sorts of rubbish… And the customers phoned, and I went into the kitchen, and sat at my computer, and… he phoned and said «There's been a change of plan, get here now» «I'm busy» I lied, and he said «I've got meetings this evening and my flight's tomorrow morning» «OK, let's meet in a week» «But I want to see you today» «Ring me after the meeting» «That will be late» «In a week's time then» «And can I kiss you then?» «That's all spontaneous» «Promise that I can kiss you» «I can promise that I'll never make any promises» «So that means it'll have to be now»… «No not now»… «I'll ring you from Belgium»… Ha! «Get here now!» Like hell. What am I, his call girl? And then…
…And then, when the dark wet clay of night mixed into the dry white clay of day, and the old rabbi from the Jewish ghetto moulded the Golem from it, and the Earth rolled backwards underfoot like the globe in Picasso's picture, when in the year One the emperor Montezuma sent his ambassadors to Cortes bearing gifts to persuade him not to harm the Aztecs, and the grey ants of insanity crawled in an endless stream into Nijinsky's brain, transforming into a thick vapour that condensed quivering sticky droplets onto the inner surface of his skull, enveloping it, depriving him of sight and sound, and when the first people gather in the House of the Waters, in the lower reaches of the Vaupes river together with the beasts that were there, and they brewed beer, and nobody could tell who was man and who was beast, as they weren't that different from one another, and the first and only woman in the world was expecting a child, and when the dirty slush born of the May rains flowed along the Moscow pavements like pus, and a dark blue comet shone in the indifferent sky, and when he didn't phone from Belgium, two weeks after my return from India I knew that that soft-boiled semolina otter was twirling his moustache at that moment at the corner of Jampath Lane and the Tibetan Market, leaping out at passers-by and laying the waxy eggs of his prophecies inside them… and I decided that no-one had any right to my destiny save My Lord, who gently rocks us all in his palms, and then I wondered, «What if he knows the will of the Lord?» and I replied to myself, «But he who knows is silent and he who speaks does not know» and I felt sorry that in my fit of pride I had not «got there to him now»… And when I had a call asking me if I wanted to go and work in Los Angeles in July I remembered the fakir with his little folder and said «No»… «But we really need you to go»… «A whole month in LA, just think what you're turning down»… «No»… I knew with that unerring harsh clarity impossible to fake, that exalts and ruins lives, that I could never go there, that if I refused he would ring, he couldn't get away from me now, because I had chosen him, because summer was a time of death and because it was the law and I abide by laws, because the fiercer the enemy that kills you, the healthier you are reborn, and if I had no choice over my death, then I had the right to choose my enemy and my battleground… and I said «I don't want war, but I've chosen you, and it's late to have doubts and slink away, and whatever I do, it's the only right decision, and it doesn't matter what you think of me, and if you kill me God's will will be done but they don't speak of that»… and then I threw away my pride, and…
…and I rang him myself and asked «How's things?» «I'm busy, ring me in two hours'time»… I rang… He said «I'm busy, ring me at seven»… I rang… He said «Today's bad, ring me tomorrow»… I rang… He said «Wait a minute» and asked someone «Guy, what do we have on this evening?» and they replied, and he said «I'm busy, I fly tomorrow, till next time»… But I knew that he won't get away… and I said «OK, you know my number at work» and I hung up… and he rang back a minute later… «Hold on, read me some of your poetry» «But you're talking on your cell» «Don't worry»… And I translated my poem into English for him:
Romeo with LSÄ under his tongue Juliet in silver âuskins
SÍ akesp, are is resting
Banana rags stir in overflowing penguin rubbish bins
Our parents lead a ealthy lifest le and drink eõclusively
    Absolut vodka I'chaim
I'm too healthy for the ill, too cragy for the ÿppies
Froi nine to six it's yes sir sure sir r, ally meaning fuck þ sir
The Kremlin DJs cruise round Moscow in their Auäis
My generaÒion are colourful flying hoî ops for games of hula

They say the national eêonoi ic crisis will usÍ er in the
    diêtatorship of the Eros of War
SecÒhnts of Chi x ikov will buy up all the dead souls in Ñ Írist
It's OK baby just taste it baby this is ecstasy nothing dangerous
Peace peace on earth let us pray to the Lord amen and
    everyone's dancing


…He asked «Did you write that just now?» «I translated it just now» «You're a genius» «Me, sure» and I hung up the receiver again… And I felt waves of energy, up and down, flowing up and down over me, and I wandered the streets for hours, I didn't just wander, I hurtled, along the Arbat, along the Vozdvizhenka, past the building site of the underground mall on Manege Square, across Red Square, down past St. Basil's, over the bridge and along the Ordynka to the embankment past Oktyabrskaya Square, along the alleys of the Taganka, and I couldn't eat or drink or sleep, I smoked and lost weight and trembled for days on end, sounds and smells reached me late, the rains came, the sun peeped out, the phone rang and a female voice said, «Don't be afraid of anything girl, you have a double life-line, take risks».. Moscow was washed, scoured, cleaned, painted, pulled down and rebuilt, and I popped home, went to work, I touched objects and creatures, I should have done something with this insane energy, somehow find an outlet for it, inside me… at nights the May wind blew out of the holes and the gaps beneath gates, out of sewage gutters and cracks snatches of conversations, parts of bodies, handfuls of smells, flashes of light, chunks of open space and scraps of paper, and by morning it would mould the city afresh from all of them, and every morning newly-made people and animals, houses and cars, roads and yards, shops and restaurants, newspapers and films, trees and statues, would all wake up and not remember who they were, and lived as best they could, and didn't notice the disparities, and I would wake up in the morning and wonder who can guarantee that on waking I was the same person who had fallen asleep the night before?..and then I didn't sleep at nights, and lay in wait for the wind, so as to ask it this, and when it didn't come I reasoned that immortality was mistakenly linked to eternity, because everyone is so sure that life belongs to time and that consequently immortality — life without death — belongs to a very large slice of time, endlessly large, and that is eternity, but in actual fact eternity is not a very long time or the absence of time — it is any given moment lived out totally and utterly, here and now, as one rabbi said… and you can be immortal and never know eternity, while you can be eternally mortal, and the main battle of the immortals is for this very moment, and…
…and then they rang me again and said, «Let's go to England, come to England in July» and I said «No» «Come», we'll go to London, and then to Wales… and I recalled London, cut out of my dreams, and I remembered the feeling in my stomach in Trafalgar Square, and in my hands in Leicester Square, and the swans in St James' Park, and the vortex of Camden Town, and the metallic voices at the railway stations «Clapham Junction, this is Clapham Junction» and the black beauty in a white blouse and tailored blue suit who stared straight at me all the way from Brixton to Oxford Circus, and the sculptures from the Kenyan carnival in the Museum of Mankind, which made your hair stand on end if you looked at them close up, and walks round the centre along cobbled streets, and the crowd in front of the departures board at Victoria Station who were tensely awaiting the announcement of their platform numbers, and the Chinese restaurants of Chinatown, and the green hedges, and the cold stones and echoing galleries of Westminster, the synthetic coffee in polystyrene cups, and the feeling of miracles behind your back, and I agreed «Let's go» and I sent the fax to London and got my reply, and…
…and then he rang… «Marina?» «Yes?» «Eto David.» «So you speak Russian?» «A little» «Aren't you a sly one» «But of course, I'm a Jew»… he said all this in Russian, so he understood everything… «Shall we meet up?» «Maybe» «Now?» «Nowit's 11:30» «Is that late?» «I have an exam tomorrow» «I've just flown in»… and I remembered that we are all in the palms of… and I said, «I'm on my way»… And when the taxi-driver had heard «to the Balchug Hotel» and smiled knowingly, and when the May wind had gathered up the cigarette smoke out of people's mouths to save it for tomorrow's drags, and when the doorman had forgotten to open the door for me, allied with the taxi-driver's guess, and when my father had said «You have no self-respect, you run off at his call» and when the two girls at Reception had accompanied me with their knowing gaze across the lobby, past the armchairs, and when the saxophonist in the bar had broken off his tune as the metal instrument could no longer withstand the surging night with its throat, I said, I had a dream that we were walking somewhere, and you were leading me by the hand, and I suddenly realized that it wasn't the same outer you, it was the inner you, it was someone strange and terrible, and I recoiled and wanted to break away and run off, but I couldn't change anything because, well, when I said you were leading me, what I meant was we were floating like stage scenery, as it were moving and standing still at the same time, and you couldn't oppose this activity or inactivity, and I felt short of breath and suddenly let go, opened up inside and said «It doesn't matter who you are, I'll still take you whatever» and I relaxed, and I felt I was walking a centimetre above the ground, though from the side nobody could notice that centimetre, there it was all the same, and that centimetre of air decides everything… he puffed on a cigar, «Was that good or bad for you?» «There's no such thing as good or bad, only a feeling of harmony or its absence» «I don't understand you, there's always good and bad» «look me in the eye» «No» «OK»… he smiled, and I thought, damn what he thinks, all that's most important happens within, he doesn't even notice that he's killing me, he doesn't even feel it… and the thunderstorm began, and the avalanche descended, destroying road signs that laconically stated «Rappelez!» and whales beached themselves on the shore, and uprooted trees re-fenced the roads, and the elephants sounded their trumpets and Anna Nicole Smith stopped sensually stroking her legendary bosom on the muted TV screen and fainted somewhere between Nice and Magadan, and panes of glass cracked and shattered slowly, just like in a computer game, and the female praying mantis choked in surprise on the head of her beloved, and there were smells of lime buds and Tibetan fragrances, and a clattering truck with Californian plates and hardened stains of peat on its sides did not turn at All You Need is Love, and I gazed down at bodies now separated from each other and thought, «Is this all? Is this how it always is for everybody? And is this how it will always be for everybody? And…» and I thought on… «Could he have been right then, the one on the corner ofJampath Lane and the Tibetan Market? Can even death not alter this?»… and then I lay in the darkness for a long time after, looking at the emptiness of the yawning window frame, at the velvety clouds, and the angels tugged on the strings again…
…and summer arrived. And death arrived. And he rang, and I wasn't in, and I rang, and he was busy, and the road to the British Embassy for a visa lost itself in the depths of Woland's world, dodging and snapping off, and I arrived at work and discovered that it was easier to work when dead than when alive, and the rain washed the kid's sand moulds in the playgrounds, and they told me, «Marina, he's a mercenary, a soldier, he has no feelings, he makes money for his clan, and nobody will allow him to spoil a setup they've been creating for years because of a dead Russian girl» and they kept saying «are you mad, Marina, remember all that's happened, you've had this all before, Jewish families trading in diamonds are linked with the secret services, remember who your granddad was, remember who your father is and forget him»… and Cortes accepted the gifts and yet slaughtered whole towns during the night, spilling blood in the wilderness scorched by drought, and the rabbi Lev ran all night through the narrow streets of Prague to save himself from his creation, sliding on the slops thrown out of windows… And he left, and returned again, and I was surprised that he didn't even notice that I had died, and Taku guzzled acid and escaped from himself in the ultraviolet light of raves in Manali, and they told me again, «Marina, passions and business are two incompatible things, you wrote a story with his energy, and he more than likely didn't even understand what was happening to him»… «But I didn't steal his energy, I gave him something in return, it's all fair»… «He was probably not able to do anything with what you gave him or did he simply get scared and slink away?»… and the grey monkeys swung on the railings of the bridges, and a flash of lightning lit up the plants and trees, and in the flashlight it fashioned a child's head, hands and feet, its whole body, and one day he didn't come back, and I waited for July, so that…
I didn't know why. And we got our visas in a day, but we couldn't leave, and I did my work, but nothing went right, and I looked round and saw only mirages and ghosts on the walls of the cocoon of my death, and I was neither woman nor man, and all around there were no men or women, but only beings opening their mouths, stirring, swarming, exchanging objects, giving off smells, coming together and parting in bustling pointless pas de deux, curtseys and lunges. I visited people and found empty rooms of fugitives, sealed with the wax of fear, I left home and the wet flakes of everyday existence fell and evaporated and melted and streamed down my arms and face and down streets and became an almost living rubbery mass, enveloping and devouring all these objects and beings, and they didn't protest, and I looked at my travelling companion and shook my head… «I don't understand, Vaclav, why everything's made so strangely, I don't understand how everyone and everything has their names and prices, their sizes and quantities, their models and limits, I can't imagine how all this comes into being and reproduces and moves and breathes, I can't…» and he replied, «Don't think about it Marina. While I was dancing and not thinking about anything I understood everything, but when I tried to explain and started thinking hard…» And every time I tried to go away my huge blue and black guardian angel with the appearance of Shaquille O'Neal took me by the scruff of my neck and returned me to Moscow, and I rocked in the hammock of death and dreamt, and one day I dreamt that all the men with whom I'd ever been were all together, but none of them could see the others, and each thought they were on their own with me, and I thought I was on my own with each of them, and didn't notice all the other women with whom these men had ever been, and when I realized this, I saw twisting whirlwinds and currents piercing right through all of us, and I suddenly felt that no-one has any right to anything, we're all free like the May wind in the palms of our Lord, and I came to realize that every time I had been with one of those men, I was with them only because we knew that everyone else did this and that's how we confirm our human form, and I heard the words I was saying, half-heard words, and I saw my gesticulations, the moves of a Hollywood actress, all rights reserved, for home viewing only… and I remembered the words of the apostle, «Love is never-ending, though the prophecies may cease, and tongues may dry up, and wisdom be outlawed»… and I wanted to hide myself from shame, but I went forward, and July came to an end…
And when he rang, but not from his phone at work, his first call in three days, when I had delayed leaving home for some reason for five minutes, when I thought, how simple, I am reborn and I've outsmarted the fakir, when I heard his voice, «Hey, it's David, how's things?»… I felt cheated, it was a dirty trick, I seemed to hear the felt mutant laughing over me from his stripy stool on the corner of Jampath Lane and the Tibetan Market… «Marina, why aren't you saying anything? Are we meeting up?» «Why?» «I missed you» «Not today» «Please come» «I don't want to come to the hotel» «I want to see you, stop by and we'll go out somewhere, anywhere»… He wants to see me? Sure, why not, I'm a conformist after all, if somebody wants me… We sat in a Japanese restaurant in the company of a fifty year-old London Jew and his young girlfriend with outsize breasts. An empty conversation, masks of attention, fumbling around on my knees under the table… «Have you seen 'Men in Black'?» «No, what's it about?» «Nothing really in particular, these aliens arrive on Earth…» The Englishman's girlfriend was bored, «What do you do?» «Nothing, I'm not from Moscow» «From where then?» «St Pete» «And what did you do there?» «I was married» «A worthy profession»… I looked at the ceiling and smiled, the Englishman screwed up his eyes and smirked cynically… «me and Ira bought some roller-blades you know, and those kids on Poklonnaya Hill, you should have seen what they could do on them, they spend days on end there, I wonder what they do in winter?» «Play on computers» «Yes, that's for sure, those computers»… I tried in vain to remove David's hand from my thigh, the Englishman leant backwards, «Be careful with that sake, Marina, you can drink it and drink it and then not be able to get up»… A Russian waitress in a kimono, but with a perm, brought some carrot consomme… «Yeah, that's like hash, you smoke it and smoke it and then you can't get up either…» a pause… the Englishman asked, «Can you get us some hash?» «Of course, anything you want… hash, acid, mushrooms»… David tried to change the subject, «You'd be best to tell us a joke» «Oh, the gentlemen want a joke, do they? No problem, here's one: Why do Jewish businessmen like watching porno films backwards? Because they love the bit where the prostitute returns the money» «Ha ha ha… that's a great joke, that's marvellous»… Dinner drew to a close, and while we travelled through night-time Moscow, and my hand was in his and our fingers intertwined and disentangled, he asked «How old are you? I've forgotten how old you are» «I don't remember» '?' «You can never know precisely whether you're fifteen or thirty-seven» «Right, but what does it say in your passport?» «I don't have it on me» «Fine, when's your story being published?»… and once again I felt that breath of energy, that wide pulsing of the ocean, and I wondered, if everything for me is so spontaneous, and he is so calculating, can I really be at ease with a person who thirsts for power, with a person who speaks the language of force? I decided that the Earth does not choose between the cliffs and the deserts, but tolerates a disintegrating road, because strength is temporary and finite, but weakness makes you subtle and free… and I was carried away and crashed back by a gigantic wave, and for the first time I was a cloud and not the dry earth, for the first time the waves crashed through me, and then another, and then another, and another, and again and again…
…and I know that if you take a decision, and it's genuine and honest, the world will adapt accordingly, and you can lie down on the world and float as on water, and it will support you… but how can you know if it's genuine or not?..the dark yellow sound of the saxophone vibrated in the twilight, oozed among the tables in the cafe, soared up to the ceiling, crept among the chairs' people's legs, reminding one of something well-known and obvious, yet hidden in the warped fabric of the space-time continuum, of something that you can now define only by touch and by smell, like a blind man discerning the approach of a stranger in the village… and I felt that all these people could laugh and smoke and chat and drink juice and whisky and argue and flirt only as long as this sound continued, holding up the earth in one demiurgic tonality, you can never know it by thinking and proving, you can only start to feel it… «So you're staying with me today?» «No, I don't want that, I don't want to see you once a month, I don't need your promises and obligations, but I do want to feel that what we have between us is real» «You know, I couldn't forget you, you touched me somewhere very deeply, and I didn't want that, I didn't want to ring you, understand, I'm at a point in my life now when I can't allow myself these serious relationships» «But for God's sake it was you who rang me, and not the other way round, you'll never allow yourself those relationships, you'll always be waiting for something that will never happen, because everything is already here and now» «That's not true» «And what is true? That you're happy?» «No, but I want to reach the situation where no-one can tell me what to do or where to go» «And so basically you'll never go anywhere, because you'll be an everlasting slave to your precious stones and your cell phone, and your wife will stay at home missing you, because someone at least has to produce your heirs, and your girlfriend in Moscow will miss you, as will a couple more girlfriends somewhere if you have the energy, and…» «You sound just like my mother, but how little you understand…»
I was gazing through the window, as I had before, and saw a cloud that looked like a dragon made from poplar fluff, and an empty road winding round a corner, and lights on the bridge, and on Avenue Foch a street lamp blazed and went out after convulsively winking its dying light, and a raven hovered low over the bushes of tangled brushwood, and I noticed for the first time the dry old freckles of leaves on the tarmac, and Nijinsky danced his last dance in honour of the baby born to the Yaje woman in the House of the Waters in the lower reaches of the Vaupes river, while floating over the city to the tune of the dark-skinned saxophonist angel, and my head was spinning, and when I looked down I saw a man and a woman by the window talking to each other, holding hands, and he sat with his back to me and the woman had half-turned to the window, and when our glances met I didn't know where I was, and when I sailed away between the spires of the new hotel and went out onto the empty road and round the corner, I saw a man in a spot of light by the hotel entrance and I knew that the fakir had made a fool of himself, he had lost to me there, on the corner of Jampath Lane and the Tibetan Market, he was wrong: there was no America…

LUDMILA PETRUSHEVSKAYA
WATERLOO BRIDGE
THE HOUSE WITH A FOUNTAIN


WATERLOO BRIDGE

The reader may recall the British film «Waterloo Bridge» starring Robert Taylor and Vivien Leigh. It was extremely famous in Moscow in the 1950s when the story takes place.

Translated by Sally Laird.

These days — in the street or on the bus — they'd call her «aunty» or «gran».
And she was in fact Granny Olya to her grandchildren. Her daughter, a big heavy woman, a full-grown geography teacher, still lived with her mother, while the daughter's husband, a small-time studio photographer (a misalliance stemming from a holiday romance) — this husband of hers came and went, sometimes appearing, sometimes not.
Granny Olya herself had long lived without a husband; he kept going off on business trips, and finally returned — but not back home; said to hell with it and chucked all his possessions, clothes, shoes, his film books — left her all this stuff she had no use for.
So she and her daughter drooped, the two of them, and did nothing about returning the things to the runaway; it was painful to start phoning, searching for so-and-so, let alone meeting so-and-so face to face.
The Dad clearly wasn't too keen either, it was obviously awkward — the happy newlywed husband, complete with little son, turning up to claim his property at the nest of his grandchildren and granny-wife.
Maybe, reckoned Granny Olya, it was HER, the new wife, who'd said to hell with it, we'll buy what we need in the morning.
Or maybe she was rich, unlike Granny Olya, who'd got used to potato salad and vegetable oil and bought her boots at the orthopaedic shop for the handicapped — poor, childish things with laces, extra-wide to allow for bunions.
She was shabby, Granny Olya, meek and goggle-eyed beneath her glasses, with a bit of down for hair, full figure and stout legs.
She was, however, a remarkably kind creature, forever taking care of somebody, staggering off with shopping bags to mouldy old relatives, wending her way round the various hospitals, even making the journey to tend the graves — and always unaccompanied, mind you.
The geographer-daughter lent no support in these enterprises of her mother's, though she'd lay herself out to assist her so-called friends, feeding them, listening to their tales but not Granny Olya's, no way.
In short, Granny Olya was always out and about — she'd cobble together her potato salad, fry up a bit of cheap fish and be out of the house, while the geographer-daughter, a stay-at-home type like many family people, would summon her friends round for wide-ranging discussions of life, involving many examples from personal experience.
The geographer's husband, the man from the studio, was generally absent; as a rule he led his existence on the side, under the red light of the photo lab, where all sorts of things might be happening. Once upon a time the geographer-daughter had passed through this red light herself — she'd returned swell-looking from holiday, a hulking great wench in glasses with puffy eyes and a mouth that looked somehow frozen, then went and brought home this photography worker (divorced to boot, with no home of his own) to her respectable Mum, and in those days Dad, in their three-room professor's apartment, the fool.
That was all history, water under the bridge, and Granny Olya, herself left with nothing after the professor's departure — no work experience, no prospect of a pension, not a ruble to call her own and, what's more, with just a thoroughfare to live in (the photographer and geographer had quickly taken over the separate room, the so-called study, after Dad had left; previously they and the children had lived just in the back room, but now they could spread themselves out — a great help where family life's concerned — while Granny Olya slept on the couch in the living room, and now she was stuck there.)
Nowadays, in her new profession, Granny Olya did plenty of tramping and trekking about among the puddles: as a newly-hatched insurance agent she went knocking on strangers' doors, got herself invited in, wrote out insurance policies on kitchen tables, forever with her stout briefcase, a kindly lady with a sweaty nose and a flabby neck like a mother goose's.
Unattractive, garrulous, devoted, arousing in others total trust and goodwill (though not in her daughter, who didn't give a pin for her mother and sided completely with the departed Dad) — such was Granny Olya, who lived not at all for herself, stuffing her head with other people's affairs and in passing relating to new acquaintances her own life-story as a brilliant singer, a graduate of the music academy, who'd married and followed her husband to his job in a wildlife reserve at the back of beyond, where he wrote his dissertation and she raised children, etcetera etcetera, in proof of which Granny Olya would even sing a snatch from the romance «My song for you, so languorous and gentle…», laughing together with her astonished listeners, who were quite taken aback by the effect, with the glasses all ringing in the sideboard, and the pigeons taking flight from the windowsill.
It goes without saying that the daughter, and indeed the grandchildren, couldn't stand the old bat's singing, especially since the academy had trained Granny Olya for operatic rather than home singing, with the rare timbre, moreover, of a dramatic soprano.
But even old dames can make fools of themselves, and in this instance the burden and bother of making fruitless calls at strangers' doorsteps apparently got too much for Granny Olya, who all of a sudden fluttered off to the cinema just to please herself: there it would be warm, there was a cafe, a foreign film, and — this was interesting — lots of her contemporaries were crowding the entrance, old dears like herself with shopping bags.
There was a veritable witches' sabbath going on round the doors of the little theatre, and Granny Olya, persuading herself, against her better judgement, that she could do with a little treat, and drawn on irresistibly by strange sensations, made her way towards the box office, bought herself a ticket, and entered the unfamiliar warmth of the cinema.
The cafe was teeming with people, young couples among them, and Granny Olya too bought herself a sandwich, a pastry and some dubious sweet drink — all costing a ridiculous sum, but an outing's an outing — then, wiping her nose with her husband's checked hankie, and seized by an inexplicable excitement, she entered the cinema along with the crowd, seated herself, took off her fur hat with its elastic band, removed her scarf, unbuttoned her threadbare winter coat, a once-elegant gabardine with fox-fur collar that didn't bear close scrutiny in the mirror — and at this point the lights went out and paradise arose.
Granny Olya saw upon the screen all her dreams come true: herself when young in the wildlife reserve, with a pure lovely face, slender as a reed; and her husband, too, as he should have been, in that other life which for some reason she had never had.
Life was full of love, the heroine was dying, as all of us will die, in illness and distress, but on the way there there had been a waltz by candlelight.
By the end Granny Olya was weeping, and others around her were blowing their noses. Then, dragging her feet, Granny Olya set off once more like a worker bee to collect her dues, once again kissed two locked doors and, defeated on the professional front, crept home.
A bus with steaming windows, the steaming metro, one block on foot, third floor, rich smells of home, children's piping voices in the kitchen, one's own, dear, familiar — stop.
And suddenly Granny Olya, as if in day-dream, saw before her — so full of tenderness and concern — the face of Robert Taylor.
The following day she rushed off again, early in the morning, to her assigned district, found her clients at home, collected their money, made several new acquaintances in the communal kitchens, persuaded them to take out an advantageous life insurance policy and en route — this was the greatest temptation of all — to collect, by way of a bonus, compensation for all their injuries, fractures and operations; and people listened to her eagerly and pondered their fate, business was going well, and then Granny Olya dashed headlong for the familiar cinema in time for the matinee.
But another film, a film for kids, turned out to be on that day.
At the box-office, however, Granny Olya ran into a half-familiar face, one of yesterday's old ladies — not quite so old yet — in an astrakhan hat; she too had rushed in early to the cinema and, much put out, was now enquiring where the film programme could be found, obviously intending to go off to another cinema where her favourite movie was showing.
Granny Olya pricked up her ears, made the same enquiry, got to the root of the matter and the following day — only the following day — minced her way in solitude to a rendezvous with her beloved, and once more returned to that enchanted world of her other life.
On this occasion she felt less self-conscious with the other old ladies, and indeed with herself; and at the exit she saw the happy, tear-stained faces and wiped her own eyes with the big man's hankie that had been left her as a souvenir, along with woolen men's underwear — soldier's underwear, they called it; she put it on in frosty weather, and wore the long johns at night, and her daughter wore her dad's checked shirts to school under her pinafore: life has to go on!
«Oh Lord», thought Granny Olya, honest and pure as a crystal, «What's happening to me, I've been bewitched. And the worst of it is, these old ladies run round from show to show — quite dreadful…»
She didn't consider herself an old lady — there was so much to look forward to still: Granny Olya was valued at work, her clients respected her, she was the mainstay of the family now — she'd even bought an aquarium for her grandchildren, had gone with them to the Pet Market to purchase the fish, hoping to forget THAT, the main thing (Granny Olya was able to control her passions, able to sacrifice herself — take, for instance, her life at the wildlife reserve.)
But there was no getting round it, Granny Olya said to herself after a routine visit to her clients: again and again, no matter what the subject of conversation, she'd find herself uttering the beloved name — Robert — and the title of the film — «Waterloo Bridge» — and all the details of the actors' lives.
People would attempt to talk to her about their own affairs, and once again Granny Olya would mention, let's say, the show she'd been to the day before yesterday, and where the film would be showing next.
She herself was already aware that she was sliding downhill, especially in the eyes of her clients — aware that she no longer attended so assiduously to their tales, no longer discussed with such eager attention all their intrigues with neighbours, their lawsuits, betrayals, strategies; these days, she realised, she listened to all this rather mechanically, nodding and snuffling as she searched for her hankie, but amid all this dross, this flotsam and jetsam of life, the main thing — HIS torments — shone through. And, incidentally, HER torments too.
And finally Granny Olya knew what she would do with her life.
She put paid to the rules.
Her chief purpose now, Granny Olya believed, was not to issue insurance policies and collect payments due, but to instil in her clients, submerged as they were in earthly cares — to instil in them the thought that there was another life, a different, heavenly, superior life, now showing — for instance — at 7 and 9 pm at the cinema on Karetny Street.
Her eyes would shine through her thick-lensed glasses.
Why exactly she did this Granny Olya did not know, but it had become essential to her to bring people happiness, a new happiness, and to recruit yet more and more fans for «Robbie»; and towards these occasional new recruits (all female) she felt a maternal tenderness, while at the same time displaying a mother's strictness, for she was their guide to that other world, and the guardian of its rules and traditions. She already possessed a thick notebook of quotations from newspaper articles concerning Robert Taylor and Vivien Leigh.
There too were pasted portraits of the actors and stills from the film; and here the son-in-law, for whom no use had ever previously been found, was put to work beneath the red lamp of that dubious darkroom — even the black sheep can come in handy!
The down-side was the hordes of old dears and grannies who now flocked to the holy rites; it was a virtual Sodom and Gomorrah these days, with sobbing, raptures, and poems circulating from hand to hand.
«Robbie's» date of birth was found, and this jubilee of theirs was duly celebrated in cinema foyers with sweet wine and vodka, and there was uproar before the film; but Granny Olya, like a strict high priestess, celebrated alone in her kitchen at home.
When they met, they would tell one another how it had been for them. Granny Olya did not allow herself to share in this nonsense; she kept her secret to herself, but in the still of the night she herself composed verses and then, unable to restrain herself, would choose an appropriate moment to confide them to her clients.
She couldn't read them to the other old ladies: if you read something to them, they're apt immediately to take revenge with home-made nonsense of their own: «And many girls did thrill to his sweet touch» — ugh! — or something of that ilk.
Granny Olya murmured her lofty verses to specially selected clients. She read hurriedly, snuffling, and her glasses filled with tears.
The clients suffered and looked away, as they used to do when, deeply moved, she would sing at full throttle; and Granny Olya understood full well the awkwardness of her situation, but was quite unable to take herself in hand.
A person isn't usually aware of where, when, or how he's been overtaken by passion, but when passion strikes, he's incapable of controlling himself, of making judgements, of going into the consequences; he'll submit joyfully, finding at last his true path in life, no matter what that may be.
«It's all quite harmless,» Granny Olya reassured herself, happily falling asleep, «I'm an intelligent woman, and this concerns no one else but me; it's my business and no one else's, when all's said and done».
And she drifted off into dream, on one occasion even finding herself driving along with Robert Taylor in an open convertible; both of them were sitting in the back, and there was no one else in the LANDAU — not even a driver — and HE, seated devotedly beside Granny Olya, had got his arm half-way around her shoulders.
That wasn't the sort of thing one told other people.
Once she experienced a moment of shame, for — as the geographer-daughter remarked — night's not the time to go gadding about.
On her way home after an evening show in the godforsaken outskirts (where there's a will there's always a way), Granny Olya was walking with a swinging step when she was overtaken by a young man, tall, heavy, in a hat with earflaps (Granny Olya herself was walking about la jeune, her hat at a jaunty angle, all but singing out loud the words she was crooning: «I opened the window…») and this young man, catching up with Granny Olya, remarked in passing:
«What little feet you have!»
«I beg your pardon?»
He stopped in his tracks and asked outright:
«What size do you take?»
«Thirty-nine,» the astonished Granny Olya replied.
«Little feet,» the young man responded sadly, and at this Granny Olya darted past him — home, home, to the tram, her briefcase bumping.
But at night, when she had time for sober reflection, the pitiful, sick appearance of the young man, his shuffling gait, his unshaven, neglected face and above all his dark moustache disturbed poor Granny Olya. Who was he?
She tried to weave some familiar story about him: his mother had died, he'd suffered a nervous breakdown, lost his job, his married sister couldn't be bothered with him, chased him away, and so on, but something just didn't quite fit.
The following evening, disregarding the warning cries from her daughter, Granny Olya set off once again to the film — to the same cinema, and the very same show.
Now it dawned on her, as she looked once more at Robert Taylor, who it was that had met her on the dark street after the film. Who it was that had walked there, ill and neglected, yearning, unshaven, but still with his moustache.
And indeed, when you come to think of it, who else could have dragged himself there, in search of his beloved, when the whole world had forgotten all about her? Who else could have been wandering in those godforsaken outskirts in 1954? What other poor, sick shade in a tatty coat, abandoned by everyone, could have wandered there, in time to present himself, on Waterloo Bridge, to the last soul of all, herself forgotten by everyone, rejected, abused, a mere rag, a doormat — to present himself, moreover, at literally her last step in life, when she was just about to fly away…

THE HOUSE WITH A FOUNTAIN

Translated by Ellen Pinchuk.

A girl was killed in an explosion, but then brought back to life. [t was like this: the relatives were told she was dead, but they couldn't claim the body right away (they were all together in the bus, but she had been standing in front and they'd been in the back when the explosion happened). She was a young girl — just 15 — and she was thrown back by the blast.
While waiting for the ambulances and for all the wounded and dead to be carried away, her father held the girl in his arms, although it was clear she was dead, and the doctor had pronounced her so. But they had to take her to the hospital anyway, and her father and mother got into the ambulance and rode with their child to the morgue.
She was lying on the stretcher as though alive, but there was no pulse or breathing. The parents were sent home, though they didn't want to go, but it wasn't yet time to claim the body. Not until the autopsy was done and cause of death determined as required by law and medical practice.
But her father, driven mad by grief and also being a devout Christian, decided to kidnap his daughter. He took his wife home — she was practically unconscious — survived a conversation with his mother-in-law, woke their paramedic neighbor and took her white coat. Then, taking all the money in the house, he went to the nearest hospital, found an empty ambulance (it was already two in the morning) with a gurney and a young male nurse. Dressed in the white coat, he penetrated the hospital where his daughter was being held, passed the security guard, descended the staircase into the basement, and easily entered the morgue with no one around. He found his child and, with the help of the male nurse, laid her on a stretcher and carried his load into the cargo elevator up to the third floor, to post-op intensive care. He had carefully studied the layout of the hospital while keeping vigil in the waiting room.
He let the nurse go and, after a quick conversation with the emergency room doctor on duty, he passed on the wad of money and placed his daughter in the doctor's arms.
As there weren't any medical charts, the doctor apparently decided that the father had called an ambulance and brought the patient (or probably the corpse) to the nearest hospital. The doctor knew perfectly well that the girl was not alive, but he needed money badly — his wife had just given birth (also a girl) — and his nerves were on end. His mother didn't like his wife and they took turns crying on his shoulder, and the kid was also crying, and then there were his night shifts. He had to find money to rent an apartment. The (clearly) crazy father of this fairy tale princess was offering him enough for six months' rent.
Without saying a word, the doctor began his work, as if a live patient was before him. He told the father to put on surgical clothes and sat him on a bed in the unit, since this sick man was bent on staying with his daughter and was saying they had the same blood type.
The girl was lying there, white as marble, with a face of extraordinary beauty, and her father watched her from the bed with a strange expression on his face. One pupil kept drifting to the side, and when he blinked, his lids separated with great difficulty.
The doctor observed him and asked a nurse to give him a cardiogram, then to give this new patient a shot. The father passed out, but not right away. The girl looked like Sleeping Beauty, all wired up to equipment. The doctor took care, doing everything possible, and no one was watching the father with that lopsided gaze of his anymore. Basically, the young doctor was a fanatic. Nothing was more important to him than a serious, interesting case, than a patient (no matter who, name and status did not matter) on the verge of death.
The father slept, and in his dream he met his daughter. That is, he went to visit her, as he had at summer camp. He took some food, a meatball sandwich, for some reason. And that's all. He got on a bus (a bus, yet again) on a beautiful summer evening, somewhere near the Sokol metro station, and went to some heavenly place. In a field between soft green hills there was a huge grey house with arches up to the sky, and when he passed through the giant gates and entered the courtyard, there, on an emerald meadow, was a fountain, as high as the house, and it had a single jet culminating in a shimmering plume. The summer sunset stretched on and the father strolled with pleasure toward an entrance to the right of the arch and walked up toward a high floor. His daughter was there, looking off somewhere. As though this were her life, which no longer had anything to do with him. Something of her own.
The apartment was huge, with high ceilings and broad windows, and it faced south, toward the shade and the fountain on the side, now lit by the setting sun. The fountain was even taller than the windows.
«I brought you a meatball sandwich, just the way you like it,» said the father.
He went up to a table near the window and put down his package, thought a minute, then unwrapped it. A strange sandwich was lying there, with its two pieces of cheap black bread. To show his daughter the meatball, he opened the sandwich. Inside was (and he saw it immediately) a raw human heart. The father worried that the heart was uncooked and couldn't be eaten. He folded it back up in the paper and said, awkwardly, «I brought the wrong sandwich. I'll bring you another one.»
But his daughter came closer and stared at the sandwich with a strange expression on her face. Then her father stuffed the package in his pocket and covered it with his hand, so that she couldn't get it.
«Give it to me, Dad. I'm hungry. I'm so hungry.»
«You can't eat that stuff.»
«No. Give it to me,» she said, heavily.
She reached for his pocket with her deft, very deft, hand, but her father understood that if his daughter managed to get the sandwich, she would die.
Then, turning away, he took out the package, opened it, and quickly started to eat the raw heart himself. His mouth filled with blood. He ate the black bread with blood.
«Now I'm dying,» he thought, «How fortunate that I'm going before her.»
«Open your eyes, you hear me!» someone was saying.
He unglued his lids with difficulty and saw as if in a fog, the distorted face of the young doctor.
«I hear you,» said the father.
«What's your blood type?»
«The same as my daughter's, I told you.»
«Are you sure?»
«Yes. Sure.»
He was immediately taken somewhere and his left arm was tied with a tourniquet. A needle was inserted into his vein.
«How is she?» asked the father.
«Meaning?» asked the doctor, busy with the task at hand.
«Is she alive?»
«What did you think?» answered the doctor in passing.
«A live?!»
«Lie down, lie down,» exclaimed the kind doctor.
The father laid there, listening to someone snoring nearby, and he wept.
Then they worked on him and he again went off somewhere. Again, he was surrounded by greenery, but he was awakened by a noise: his daughter, on the next bed, was snoring loudly, as if she didn't have enough air. Her father looked at her from the side. Her face was white, her mouth slightly open. Live blood flowed between the father's arm and the daughter's. He felt light, and tried to make the blood go faster, go entirely into his daughter. He wanted to die so that she should live. Then, he found himself in that same apartment, in the huge grey house. His daughter was gone. He went quietly to look for her, searching all the nooks and crannies of the luxurious apartment with its many windows, but couldn't find a living soul. He sat on the couch, then lay down. He was calm, happy, as if his daughter were doing fine somewhere, living well, and he could rest. He (in his dream) was falling asleep when his daughter appeared like a whirlwind swirling through the room, and was suddenly next to him like a spinning column of wind, howling, shaking everything around her, digging her nails into the bend in his right arm all the way beneath the skin, pricking him hard. He screamed in horror and opened his eyes. The doctor had just given him an injection in his right arm.
The girl was lying beside him, breathing heavily, but no longer wheezing. Her father raised himself onto his elbows and saw that his left arm had been freed from the tourniquet and bandaged. He addressed the doctor:
«Doctor, I need to call right away.»
«What for,» exclaimed the doctor, «it's still too early. Lie down, or I'll lose you.»
But before he left, he nevertheless gave over his cell phone and the father called his wife. No one was home. His wife and mother-in-law had probably gotten up early and gone to the morgue and were probably frantic, unable to understand where the child's body had gone.
The girl was doing better, but had not regained consciousness. Her father tried to stay near her in intensive care, pretending he was dying. The night doctor had gone and the poor father had no more money, but they gave him a cardiogram and left him there. The night doctor had apparently made arrangements with someone to let him stay, or else the cardiogram showed bad results.
The father thought about what to do. He couldn't go downstairs, wasn't allowed to call. Around him were strangers and busy ones. He thought about what his two women must be feeling, his «girls», as he called his wife and his mother-in-law. His heart was throbbing. He was given an IV, just like his daughter.
Then he fell asleep, and when he awoke, his daughter was gone.
«Nurse, where is the girl who was lying here?»
«Why do you ask?»
«I'm her father, see? Where is she?»
«She's in surgery. Don't worry and don't get up. You shouldn't.»
«What's wrong with her?»
«I don't know.»
«Dear girl, please call a doctor!»
«They're all busy.»
An old man moaned. In the next room the young doctor was doing some operation on an old lady and was speaking to her loudly like to the village idiot, trying to humor her.
«Well, granny, want some soup? (pause) What kind of soup do you want?»
«Mmmm,» mumbled the old lady in a tinny, non-human voice.
«How about meatball soup? (pause) Want some meatball soup? Did you ever try soup with meatballs?»
Suddenly, the old lady answered in her tinny bass.
«Meatballs, eat alls.»
«Good for you,» the doctor exclaimed.
The father laid there worrying. His daughter was being operated on somewhere, his wife was going mad with grief somewhere, his mother-in-law next to her… The young doctor checked him over, gave him another injection, and he fell asleep.
In the evening, he got up quietly, barefoot, wearing only a shirt, and left. He got to the staircase without being noticed and descended the cold steps, like a ghost. He made it to the basement corridor and followed arrows saying «Office of Decedent Affairs.»
Some guy in a white coat called out to him.
«Hey, what are you doing here?»
«I'm from the morgue,» the father replied suddenly. «I'm lost.»
«What do you mean, from the morgue?»
«I came from there, but I left my documents. I want to go back for them, but where is it?»
«I don't get it,» said the white coat, taking him by the arm and leading him down the corridor.
«So you just got up,» he asked.
«I came to life, no one was around. I got up, but decided to go back to be examined.»
«Strange,» answered his escort.
They arrived at the morgue but were greeted with obscenities from the paramedic. The father listened to his protests and asked, «Is my daughter here? She was supposed to be brought here after her operation.»
He said her last name.
«No. She ain't here! Driving me nuts! Looked for her all morning! She ain't here! They made everyone run in circles! And now another nutcase! Did he escape from the funny farm? Where'd he come from?»
«Found him roaming around in the walkway,» answered the white coat.
«Call security,» said the paramedic, and started swearing again.
«Let me call home,» asked the father. «I remember, I was lying in intensive care on the third floor. I lost my memory. I came here after the explosion on Varshavka.»
The white coats fell silent. The explosion on Varshavka happened the day before. They took him, barefoot and shaking, to a table with a telephone.
His wife answered and immediately started to weep.
«You! You! Where did you get to! Theytookher body… We don't know where! And you're out wandering! And not a kopeck in the house! Not even enough for a taxi! You took it, didn't you?»
«Yes. I was unconscious, in the hospital, in the emergency room.»
«Where? Which one?»
«The same one she's in.»
«Where is she? Where?» his wife howled.
«I don't know. I don't know myself. I'm practically naked. Bring me some clothes. I'm standing here barefoot in the morgue. What hospital is this?»
«What are you doing there? I don't understand any of this,» said his wife, still weeping.
He gave the phone to the white coat. He gave the address calmly, as if nothing were wrong, then hung up.
The paramedic brought him a robe and some old, beat up slippers, apparently feeling sorry for this live human being, and sent him to the security post.
His wife and mother-in-law arrived with sunken, aged faces. They helped him to dress, shoes and all, embraced him and listened to his story with tears of happiness. Then they all sat on a couch to wait, having been told that their girl had made it through the operation and was in intensive care in serious condition.
In two weeks she was walking again. Her father took her for strolls along the hospital corridors and kept telling her how he'd known she'd been alive after the explosion, that it was just shock. Shock! No one else had noticed, but he knew right away.
However, he never breathed a word about the raw human heart that he had to eat so that she wouldn't. But, after all, it was in a dream, and dreams don't count…

MARGARITA SHARAPOVA
COMFUTURE

Translated by Jos-Alaniz.

A 100-car freight train, hauling ten little multi-colored circus cars, was going into its third day stuck in Gnilukha. Day and night they shifted the train from one rail line to another, but never got around to sending it on its way.
In one of the circus cars, serving in the capacity of escort, rode Alyona — or as everyone called her, Alex. A month before she had picked up lice and shaved her head. A visitor had mistaken her for a boy and called her Alex. The name stuck.
It was early morning, and Alex lay fast asleep on some bales of hay, rolled up to her neck in a blanket. Nearby, their lips puckered, some horses dozed; pigeons cooed sweetly in their cages; and, leaning on its stout tail as if filling an armchair, a kangaroo snorted and muttered in its enclosure.
With a bang and clamor, the massive door-wall split open, letting clouds of morning damp and colorless light into the car's stuffy interior. The horses started scraping the floor with their hooves, snorting. The pigeons chirruped, whirling, claws clattering. The kangaroo threw up its tiny front paws, goggle-eyed.
«Alex, get up! Bad news, Alex!»
That would be Orest yelling. Animal trainer. Former acrobat. A guy, around 30 years old. Alex didn't answer, so Orest jumped into the car and started shaking the blanket-wrapped body. Alex mumbled:
«Whassa matter, huh? Lemme alone… All night long they were pushing and pulling these goddamn wagons…»
«Mollie's dying!»
In a split second the blanket had unrolled and the shaven-headed girl was wide-awake, screaming out in a broken voice:
«What, you got your way, you creep!»
And, shoving him aside, she leapt out of the train car.
Mollie was a St. Bernard. They'd been given the dog just before the circus went on tour. Right off the bat they had problems. In the circus, dogs are kept in cages, and they're taken for walks inside enclosures, not outside. They're never allowed outdoors. Between cities, they're not even let out of their cages; the animals have to pee on the sawdust right there in the cage. Mollie joined the circus just before the road. She was squeezed into a cage, the cage squeezed in among other cages, where through the bars protruded the barking, howling snouts of every canine breed, and they were all loaded like cargo into the freight train. The St. Bernard alone chose to forego the barking and howling, but her eyes betrayed utter bewilderment: «I don't understand a thing. The world's turned completely upside-down.» By evening of the first day, Alex noticed that the dog had not relieved itself once during the day.
«She's not used to doing things like a dog. We have to lower her to the ground, let her walk outside, like a person.»
«A big hulk like that?» Orest said, gloomily. «Forget it. We'll train her right, and straight off, in the spirit of our circus traditions. Our little miss aristocrat won't hack it — she'll have to answer mother nature's call.»
But mother nature, in fact, did not call, not on the second day, and not on the third.
All the same, Orest wouldn't budge from his «spirit of circus traditions» edict — he'd meant every word.
On the fourth day, the dog was half-dead.
Alex climbed into the dogs' car. The dogs, locked up in tiered cages, started yapping and yelping, but they quieted down immediately when Orest showed up. A prodigious wheeze issued from Mollie's cage.
«Come on, let's take her outside,» mumbled Orest, meekly. «Maybe it's not too late.»
«Right on time, to a T,» Alex smiled, viciously. «Fine trainer you are!»
Orest opened the cage and pulled the dog's bulk onto its feet. Mollie moaned weakly, but finally rose, swayed and took a few steps.
«Bravo, Mollikins, bravo,» whispered Orest, hauling the dog along by its collar, while Alex pushed the St. Bernard in its behind.
The dog suddenly seemed to trip and lay down in the passageway.
«Let's drag her!» Orest panicked, and in a flash they were pulling the dog to the half open door. Orest managed to jump out, and Alex pushed Mollie onto him. The bulky carcass toppled over and crushed the trainer. Alex burst out laughing, quite out of place. Just because.
«What're you cacklin' about?!» rasped a suffocating Orest. «Help me…»
Alex jumped down.
But the dog stood up on its own. Catching a whiff of real earth, even if it was just gravel soaked through with fuel oil, coal dust and soot, revived Mollie. She stretched her nose towards the embankment, took a few cautious steps on shaking paws, finally she squatted and urinated.
Alex and Orest watched over her, motionless with joy. Once Mollie was done peeing, they high-fived each other, and even embraced.
Mollie, meanwhile, playfully jumped and gamboled her way to some grass by the side of the road, where she spun like a child's top and squatted again — for some serious business this time.
«Whew,» Orest wiped his sweaty brow.
«We've done it this time, eh?» Alex was smiling, sarcastically.
«You watch that smart mouth 'a yours,» he frowned. «I'm still your boss, an' I can hire you an' fire you…»
«Uh-huh. Right here, right now.» She stuck her tongue out at him.
The train, meanwhile, gave a shudder. A wave of motion rolled from its head to its tail, clanging and clattering through every car. And slowly, the whole thing started moving forward.
«Hey!» Alex had turned to look at the signal light: it was green.
«Bah!» Orest carelessly waved it off. «It's nothing. They're just switching it over to another line. Just moving 'em around for another day, day number three here.» He yawned and stretched, joints cracking. «Now we can go grab some shut-eye… Thank God it all worked out!»
«They're prob'ly switching it over to the fifth line.» Alex was yawning, too. «There's nobody on that one.» And she was stretching just as thoroughly.
«Not likely. Probably the sixth… Yesterday the trackman was saying number six is the line going' to Spas-Kukuyevsk.» He thought aminute and added, gloomily, «Our line's going there, too.»
«So, maybe, it's this one, this one leaving? Huh?»
The last car, a huge cup loaded with coal, lumbered lazily by. The two, standing there, followed it with suspicious stares.
«We can still catch up to it and jump on,» said Orest, with a sidelong glance at the dog.
«Sure, nothing to it,» answered Alex, whispering for some reason. They traded conspiratorial looks, but right then Mollie — happy as a clam — buoyantly ran over to them and, leaning her big block of a head to one side, fixed her devoted stare on their worried faces, amicably wagging her fan-like tail.
Orest snorted, screwed up his eyes and looked into the distance.
«For sure they'll start moving it back in a second. Look, what'd I say!»
The train sputtered, an uneven wave rolled over all the cars, but… it didn't stop — on the contrary, it picked up speed and confidence.
«Light's green,» Alex exhaled in desolation.
Orest kept nervously ogling the caboose, already difficult to make out in the distance.
«What're you, trying to hypnotize it?» laughed Alex. «All es we is, plain as day…»
The rails, polished to a sheen, stretched out endlessly before them, tapering off to the horizon, melting into a vague vista.
«Let's go to the dispatcher,» Orest scratched the back of his neck. «Find out what's what.»
«Ri-ight, no money, no papers…»
«Yeah, but look at the dog we've got with us!»
«What a sight we are! Like a couple'a bums…»
They were indeed both dressed like odd-balls: Alex in shorts carelessly cut from some blue-jeans, with one leg barely covering her buttock, the other fringing her knee; and an oversized man's T-shirt, in whose armholes her breasts twinkled in and out of view — she wasn't wearing a bra and her head was shaved to boot; while Orest had arrayed himself in bright pink, with buckskin breeches whose sequins had half-fallen off, and soft-soled ankle boots — his old acrobat's costume. To top it off, by this, their fourth day on the road, they were both pretty ripe.

The dispatcher's station was housed in a glass box, towering over the railroad yard. At the control panel sat a cozy-looking, unbelievably fat old lady. She kept a sort of running commentary going into a microphone, as if she was peering into a pot in her kitchen, murmuring, «Right, and now some onion, a little carrot, and just a pinch of salt, and now, how about a little pepper…» while her voice echoed over the fancifully intricate interlacings of the rails: «318 to number five… 22814 to number eight… 121 to number one…» Meanwhile, she was pressing buttons and flipping switches, and all this with that same hum-drum everydayness, as if cooking over a stove instead of running some mysterious micro-economy of train cars.
The woman didn't immediately notice her visitors, so they were free to gawk, through the enclosure's glass walls, at the sprawling panorama: at elongated trains, moving like tentacles or frozen stiff in immobility; at rails, interlaced and branching out in some weird disordered harmony; at traffic lights and signals and posts, and little human figures, scurrying about.
«Ahh!» the fat old lady screamed suddenly, in a squeaky voice. Mollie was poking her wet snout into the woman's meaty calf. Her incredible girth proved no hindrance; the dispatcher had sprung up onto her chair in the blink of an eye.
«Don't be afraid,» guffawed Orest.
Alex grabbed the dog by the collar.
«She's a good dog.»
The dispatcher, huffing and puffing, descended from her perch. Orest gallantly offered her a hand.
«Thank you,» she said, keeping a wary eye on the St. Bernard. «I've only seen bulls like that on the TV.»
A discord of voices floated out of the microphones: someone was yelling, someone whistling, others cursing. The dispatcher rushed back to the control panel, barked out a «Shush!» — and in the prompt silence, calmly started muttering into the microphone again, with distrustful sidelong glances at the dog and her peculiar visitors.
When she found a moment she uttered a perfunctory «What can I do for you?» — with no special tenderness.
Alex at once flashed an ingratiating smile.
«We're from the circus, we've got these really funny-looking train cars…»
The dispatcher cracked her own happy grin for a second, then suddenly took alarm:
«But I just sent you off twenty minutes ago.»
Alex and Orest looked at each other in despair, all hope lost.
«You got left behind?» the woman said in sympathy.
«So it would seem,» Orest pleadingly stared at the dis-patcheress. «But can't you recall the train somehow? Pull the cord, so to speak, and bring it back, eh?»
The dispatcher, moved by such naivete, shook her head.
«Run on over to the number six line. To the engine-drivers. They're on their way to Spas-Kukuyevsk too, in a bit. I'll let 'em know to take you,» and she was already intoning over the microphone: «Hey, you slab! You're takin' some passengers aboard… circus folk… what're you sayin'? Ah-ha-ha!!! Watchyer yap.» She turned to her guests. «All set.»
«Thanks a bunch,» Alex pressed her hand to his heart.
«By the way,» said the dispatcher, in a confiding tone, «just where were you two coming from?»
«Oh!» Orest and Alex pointed their hands in opposite directions.
The dispatcher nodded knowingly.
«And what's your final destination?»
Alex and Orest again waved to different points of the compass.
The dispatcher felt another wave of satisfaction.

The electric locomotive was of Czech manufacture, the engine-driver's cabin located about two meters off the ground. A steep little metal ladder led up to it.
Orest could only whistle, looking up. Then he turned to Mollie — and scratched the back of his neck.
«Come on, boys, let's get a move on!» yelled the engine-driver, sticking his head out of the cabin.
The pistons in the wheelbase suddenly shot out some thick steam, and Mollie shied back, drawing her tail in between her legs and yelping like a puppy.
«Come on, boy!» Orest came after her.
Mollie, in terror, pressed herself against the embankment. A heavy shudder was going through her body.
«What's the problem, guys?» the engine-driver looked out again, and pushed his cap back from his head, dumbfounded. «Oh-ho, you've got a doggie with you, too…»
His assistant appeared in the doorway: a freckled, red-faced young man, who immediately burst out laughing:
«Just look at this beast, so huge and so scary!»
He quickly ran along a small bridge on the side of the engine and dropped down.
«What a greenhorn you are!» he said, flicking Alex's shaven head in contempt — when his glance unexpectedly fell on her breasts, twinkling in their T-shirt. «You're a girl?» he said, struck dumb — then looked suspiciously at Orest.
«Animal trainer Orest Anderlecht,» said Orest, proudly jabbing his chest, then indicated Alex with condescension. «My assistant.»
«Mikhras, let's go, dammit!» barked the engine-driver.
Mikhras and Orest dragged the reluctant dog to the locomotive. It took the two of them to set her down on the gangway. Mollie whined and drew her stumpy paws under herself.
«Hup and at 'em!» the engine-driver pulled the St. Bernard, by the fleshy part of the neck, up onto the little bridge, and triumphantly smacked his palms against one another. «Tha's the way!»
They went to the cabin after the assistant. Mikhras paused on the threshold, looked round and cast a sly glance at the bald girl. Alex gave him the finger. Mikhras blushed and scampered off into the cabin.
Something started to roar and rumble in the locomotive's belly, and the train set off.
The circus performers stood on the little bridge with a metal railing. At their backs they sensed a blazing heat and a thunderous rattle, while the wind pummeled their faces, getting stronger and stronger. Mollie's ears flapped and fluttered, like flags. She screwed up her eyes against the tearing gusts, but, heroically, did not look away.
The train picked up more and more speed. The roadside trees rushed briskly by, while the more distant vista, an impressive panorama, seemed to indulge in a slow, leisurely swim. The kilometer-long tail of cars flowed out endlessly from behind the engine.
«This is when you really want to scream, 'My motherland!'» yelled Orest into her ear, for all he was worth. Alex flinched in indignation and, angrily gesticulating, yelled back, but he couldn't hear. Suddenly, she froze in amazement. Orest followed her gaze, and dropped his jaw, dumbly.
Along a slope, overturned, half-demolished, some freight cars lay in a crooked chain.
Mikhras ran over to the circus folk and shouted:
«It derailed last Thursday!»
«What?!» the circus pair couldn't hear him.
Mikhras waved them off and ran away.
Soon the general contours of a station appeared. Mikhras leaned out of the cabin, and with his lips formed the words, «Spas-Kukuyevsk.»
«What caused that accident?» Orest asked Mikhras, once they'd gotten to the station.
«Well, it's pretty common,» said the younger man, smiling serenely. «Nowadays they got trains with up to 200 cars, with some of'em loaded down an' heavy-like, an' others they leave empty, and that's a no-no. You get an overfall'a pressure on the rails, deformations and things like that. We went over it in vocational school.»
«And our train just drove on through that same section?» Alex observed, frowning.
«Sure, why not,» Mikhras assured her. «Well, I gotta go. Have a good trip! Where you off to now?»
«Onward,» Orest nodded toward the rails.
«Ah…» Mikhras pulled up his pants and ran off.
«All the best!» Orest yelled after him, and turned to Alex. «So, where're those train cars of ours?»
«There's the switcher's booth over there. Let's ask.»
They approached the booth. Before the door, which was open a crack, a tiny man was crawling on all fours and looking through the slit with some field binoculars.
«Excuse me,» Alex cleared her throat.
«Hold on!» the man shook his finger at them. «Just a sec…»
They waited. Finally, tittering and rubbing his palms together, he got to his feet: a little old man in a bulky service cap, pulled down over his ears, with sideburns like clumps of soap foam. His pinkish face glimmered with sweat. Rapture shone in his celestial little orbs. He removed the blocky binoculars from around his neck and handed them to Orest.
«Here ya go. Go ahead, have yourself a look… She's under the table, on top of the coat, heh-heh.»
Orest shrugged and stuck the binoculars into the doors' slit. The old timer whispered to Alex, excitedly:
«Show us yer titties!»
Alex recoiled. The old timer laughed, soundlessly.
Orest turned back to them, dismayed.
«A cat… having kittens…»
«Again?» asked the oldster, snatching back the binoculars. He dropped down once more in front of the crack, but immediately pulled back, disappointed. «Naw, that's just her getting ready.» He focused the binoculars on Mollie. «And is this a bitch?»
«She's a girl,» answered Alex, stubbornly.
The old timer turned the binoculars on her chest. Orest stepped in front of the lenses.
«Do you really need binoculars to deliver some kittens?» he asked.
«It wouldn't make no sense without 'em,» said the geezer, plainly distressed. «Murka's shy, she hides, an' how much detail can you make out from far away? So I thought'a this… You can see everythin' plain, like the back'a my hand.» He scrunched up his face into a blissful squint. «It splits open… that thing'a hers… and this little piece 'a little'un falls out, plumps down,» he said, staring at Orest. «You ever seen a woman deliver?»
«B-but a cat isn't a woman,» Orest babbled.
«This is idiotic,» Alex hmphed.
«And who're you?» asked the geezer, slitting his eyes suspiciously. «Whadda you 'gentlemen' call yerselves, eh? Bums? And with a bitch, too! Just look at you!»
«Pardon us,» Orest shoved Alex aside. «We're not gentlemen, and we're not vagrants. We're circus people, left behind by our train. We've come all the way from Gnilukha. Where around here do you think our cars would be, would you be so kind as to tell us?»
«Kuzkin knows everything,» replied the geezer, placing one arm importantly akimbo, the other into his jacket, after Napoleon. «Your cars're gone, poof.»
«What do you mean, 'poof'?!»
«Just that, 'poof.' Simple. I switched the points over to the Zheltokrysino line myself.»
«Damn!» Orest pounded his sides.
«Over there's an empty car setting off that way. Go catch it,» the switcher said, sneeringly, pointing into the distance.
Five, six rail lines away, near a small grove, some train cars sprinkled with something white were slowly on the move, their side doors wide open on both sides. The chain of cars stretched out unevenly, to the left and right.
The circus folk quickly set off for it.
«Don't fall in the switches, you'll cripple yerselves!» the geezer said in parting.
«We know!»
«Does the bitch know?» he chortled.
As they came alongside the train, Orest yelled out:
«Let's grab Mollie!»
They caught up the dog and, when an opening floated by, threw her into the car.
Just at that moment Mollie kicked her hind legs, inadvertently making their task easier. A column of white dust sprang up from the patch of floor where the dog plopped down. The others jumped in — and all three immediately started sneezing.
«My throat's sore,» Orest got out, hoarsely.
«What were they carrying in here? Cement?» Alex rasped. «Wish I could drink something…»
A billowing white blizzard whirled about the train cars, streaming after them as the engine gained speed.

The train stopped at a small station. A trackman, wielding an iron hook and long-nosed funnel, walked along the cars, checking lubricant in the axle boxes. He would open a box's lid with the hook and, ifneeded, pour in some grease.
«Zheltokrysino?» asked Alex.
«No,» the trackman looked warily at the bald-headed creature. «Skumbak's.»
«What was that for?» said Alex, offended, not having heard quite right.
«Formerly this place was called Lenin's Ten Commandments, and now it's just Skumbak's.»
«Oh, well, in that case…» Alex calmed down. «That's a pretty name.»
«They named it after the first Russian new rich to come live here. Vovan.»
«Uh-huh… Do you happen to know if the circus went by here?»
«It took off a while back.»
«And when are we gonna get going again?»
«See Ivanov over there?» the trackman was nodding at a fellow worker checking boxes at the other end of the train, moving in towards them. «Once he and I meet up, somewhere in the middle.»
«Where can I get a drink of water?»
«Why don't you ask the Turkmen over there.» He indicated a rail line nearby. Some train cars stood there, broadcasting bleating and shuffling noises non-stop.
«Come on, Alex, give it a shot!» ordered Orest.
«But I'm a girl…»
«We're not in the sack,» he caustically noted, getting upset. «We're on duty…»
Alex harrumphed, but jumped onto the embankment. She looked into the Turkmen's car. To both sides, fenced in by boards, sheep were crowded together; in the center, half-lying on some strewn hay, were two elderly Turkmen, a man and woman, brown-skinned, wrinkly, heads propped on their hands, elbows braced on soft sacks stuffed full of something. Their thoroughly baked faces looked stiffened in deep thought. They were both smoking cigarettes rolled from newspapers. A backgammon board and pieces were laid out between them.
«Would you nice people let me have a drink?» said Alex, holding her hand out like a beggar.
The geezers made no response.
«Gimme some water!» she bellowed.
The old man moved one of the pieces on the board, got up and, without looking at his petitioner, scooped a glass jar in a barrel of water and handed it to her. Alex drank it all up and asked for more. The Turkmen just as apathetically scooped up more water, and only now cast a glance at the girl.
«Refugees?» asked Alex, trying to be polite.
«We live here,» the old man drawled.
«What do you mean?»
«A long time ago… At first we were taking some sheep, in three train cars, to an exhibition in the Soviet Union, it was still around back then… On the way there, the Soviet Union disappeared, and they didn't let us into Russia… We headed back to our collective farm, but it had disappeared, too… We've been on the move so many years, we've gotten used to it… The sheep multiply, we sell meat, wool, we pay rent on the car, we live on as best we can.»
Alex's train gave a shudder.
«Oh!» she roused herself. «Can I take a little water for my friend?»
The Turkmen thought it over. Alex jumped into the sheep's car, grabbed the jar from the Turkmen, scooped out some water and jumped out, running after her train. She hopped onto the footboard and was about to step into the car, when the train started up with a jerk and she broke loose. She didn't drop down, though, but hung there, her shorts caught on a hook in the car paneling. She didn't spill the water, even when her belt carved into her stomach and squeezed it so tight it cut off her breathing. She couldn't get a word out from the pain, and managed only to thrash her legs about in the air. The Turkmen stolidly watched from his car. Alex floated by him.
«When do we get our jar back,» he uttered, without emotion.
Orest looked out his car and bowed to the Turkmen. Then he noticed Alex:
«Hey, you're back. Why don't you come in?»
Alex wordlessly goggled at him. He took the jar from her and drank with relish. Alex moaned. Orest looked at her more closely, out of curiosity. Tortured agony streamed out of her eyes. He saw the problem, started fussing about:
«How on earth did you get into this? Jump up, you'll come loose… Hurry, before we pick up too much speed!»
Alex, in a half-swoon, screwed up her eyes in pain and went limp.
«Just a sec, I'll help you,» said a panicked Orest, shoving her with his foot. There was a crackle of fabric tearing loose, and Alex fell like a sack onto the embankment, went head over heels and came up again. She rushed after the moving train, wailing:
«What're you, outta your mind?! You want to see me dead?!»
She caught on to Orest's outstretched hand; he drew her in.
And forthwith he went on the attack:
«Why didn't you say something?»
He took greedy gulps from the jar. Alex took it away.
«You bastard, leave Mollie some!»
«She'll get by without it, it's bad for her,» Orest sulked.
The St. Bernard's snout wouldn't fit in the jar, so Orest formed a cup with his palms. Alex poured some water in it. Mollie lapped it up at one go, down to the last drop.
«We're just gonna have to lump it,» Orest patted Mollie's ear and offered his human companion an ingratiating smile. «Right, Alex?»
She was silently scrawling something on the cement-sprinkled floor. Through the floorboard cracks, she could see flashes of the madly spinning wheels and the crossties, rushing by.
«Hey, don't get mad. Everything worked out okay.»
«Yeah, right. So far…»
Suddenly, a rucksack sailed into the car, and after it a young man deftly sprang in. Catching sight of the exotic pair, he spread his arms and smiled radiantly:
«Well, well, well!!! Stupendous! Colossal! Magnifique!»
His cheeks burned beet-red, his eyes shone with boundless joy. He was dressed in the most incongruous and disparate garb: an absolutely new — the label still attached — cowboy hat; an elegant silvery raincoat; a sailor's worn striped vest; camouflage army pants and rubber bedroom slippers.
«Quo, so to speak, vadis?» the stranger ardently declared, and caring not a fig about the raincoat, plopped down onto the whitened floor. He raised his hat, revealing a shaved head, and winked at Alex: «Colleagues!»
He whistled to Mollie and dug into his rucksack. He produced a hefty stick of smoked sausage, viciously bit off a piece and tossed the rest to the dog, who eagerly got down to business devouring the meat. Meanwhile the stranger extracted a newspaper from his pocket, spread it out on the floor and poured out the contents of his bag onto it: a half-loaf of bread, a piece of cheese, some unripe apples and a jar of squid, which he wasted no time in unsealing with what looked like a pirate's knife.
«Take a load off!» he said, remembering himself, and invited the others to a bite. «Won't you join me?»
Orest and Alex charily sat down.
«So, where you headed?» the stranger asked merrily, pulling a bottle of vodka out of his breast pocket.
«Straight ahead,» said Orest.
«Fellow travelers!» he replied, overjoyed, and handed Alex an apple. She distrustfully wiped it on her shirt, bit into it, and made a wry face:
«Poison…»
«It's only good with vodka! Have some, quick!»
«No, I don't like it.»
«Can it be? Well, fancy that… I'm captivated!» To prove it, the young man took a long swig from the bottle and extended it to Orest. «My compliments, you lucked out! I've never had girlfriends that didn't drink…»
Orest wavered, but all the same had a sip. He winced and quickly pinched off a piece of bread, sniffed it and chewed it up.
«Why so little?» their host said in disappointment. «The vodka's fresh!»
«We're circus people,» explained Orest. «We work closely with animals, and they really don't like the smell of liquor. So don't take it the wrong way.»
The young man wasn't offended. He stuck the bottle in his mouth and guzzled the entire contents. Alex even gasped.
«Oh, that's nothing!» said the young man with pride. «I can drink a champagne bubble down in one gulp without coughing!»
«I doubt that,» replied Alex. «It's pressurized. Your stomach would rip apart.»
«We should believe what people tell us… By the way, I'm Berg. At your service!»
«Orest. Animal trainer, and this is my assistant, Alex.»
«Alyona,» she sullenly corrected him. «Berg — is that a first or last name?»
«It's a title,» he quickly responded, and pricked up his ears, looking out the car. The train ground to a halt. But there was no station nearby. To one side lay fields, to the other a chicken yard with a banner on the roof declaring, «Zhirinovsky's Cock Poultry Farm.»
«They must be lettin' a passenger train go by,» Orest suggested.
«Most likely so,» answered Berg, and burst out laughing. «Chickens! Sandgrouse! But not a hen maiden in sight… Come on!»
«Where to? What for?» said Alex, perplexed.
«Such clerical questions!» answered Berg, exasperated, adding, «On the other hand, the ladies are welcome to stay. Communists, onward!»
And he leaped down to the embankment. Mollie rushed after him.
«Stop!» Orest chased after the dog, but she was already galloping after Berg on the other side of a wire netting.
«Oooh, you!» Alex went after them.
Berg stopped in front of a wicket gate and had a look around:
«What about chickens — you ever tried to train them?»
Mollie ran into him. Orest into the dog. Alex into Orest. Berg punched the gate and flew inside, Mollie at his heels. At top speed, she rushed into a roiling chicken sea, joyfully pouring forth a stream of barks. The birds scurried about, clucking. Mollie, out of her mind, flung herself from side to side, chomping her jaws nonstop.
«Mollie! Mollie!» Orest and Alex chased after the dog. «Stop! No! Bad girl!»
The bitch flew into a rage and paid them no heed. Uproar, feathers flying. Those caught up in this jumble could hardly move about. Berg roared with laughter.
«What're you laughing at, you bald idiot?» Alex yelled.
But Berg yukked it up harder than ever.
Mollie ran into the building, giving chase to some chickens that had fled there. All three sped after her.
They found the dog standing over a half-crushed hen. Mollie was breathing heavily, licking her bloodied snout with feathers stuck to it.
A nearby door swung open, a kind-looking woman in a snow-white smock and kerchief looked out from it. Beyond her they spied a room filled with identical snow-white women, seated in orderly rows and gazing attentively at a stage, where someone was delivering a lecture from the rostrum.
«Vote for candidate Kuroschupov, the director of our poultry complex, the most liberal, democratically-minded and patriotic official in the district!»
In the course of his talk, the speaker indicated a little old coot, modestly seated on the edge of a stool, round as an egg and completely embarrassed.
Berg roared with a new round of laughter. All the snow-white kerchiefs turned to look at him, and the one standing at the doorway asked in confusion:
«Who are you, citizen?»
She saw two chickens in each of Berg's hands, and rejoiced:
«You're here to trade?»
«No,» he bawled, «ra-a-i-d!» and ran off down a long corridor, Mollie in hot pursuit. Alex and Orest scuttled, too.
Dashing out of the building, they found themselves on the side opposite the railroad. They could see the freight train beyond a hen house.
«No problem,» said Berg. «We'll make it.»
And they double-timed it around the intervening structures.
Along the way they passed a calf tied to a peg.
«How about we raise some cattle?» declared Berg, handing the chickens to Orest and untying the calf.
«Reapers!» screamed Alex.
Some distance off, bearded peasants were waving their scythes. Noticing something amiss around the calf, they whooped and flung up their scythes, making tracks for the thieves.
«Now this is serious,» Berg picked up the flaps of his silvery raincoat and did his best impression of a sprinter, bound for the railroad. Mollie, on the other hand, made a run for the peasants, who froze in their tracks. Thereupon she looked around, saw her friends bolting headlong in the opposite direction; she visibly drooped, tucked in her tail and trotted after the others.
One by one, the luckless thieves jumped into the first train car they happened on. Mollie adroitly leaped in without any help. Berg hastily got to sealing shut the heavy doors, plunging the car's interior into twilight.
Blows resounded on the outer paneling, embankment stones rained in through the open hatch.
«Open up, you crooks,» their many-voiced pursuers called out to them. «We're a'gonna get in anyway! Open up or we'll smoke ya out! Climb through the window, Semyon!»
Orest elbowed Alex.
«Get up on my shoulders, batten down that hatch!»
Alex clambered on top of him. In quick order the train car was submerged in pitch darkness. But closing the hatch only increased the peasants' rage.
«Well, burn 'em down, then!» They heard the striking of matches.
«Going by statistics, a train car will burn down in four minutes,» sighed Berg in the dark.
From somewhere far off they could hear women's voices approaching.
«The brood-hens are in on it, too,» Berg chuckled. «This is definitely curtains.»
The train gave a sudden quiver and slowly started to move.
«Hu-u-r-ra-ah!» the trio howled, but then the train stopped.
«We jinxed it,» Berg groaned.
Outside they started thrashing the car with greater fury; a dislodged board crashed down to the floor. In the breach appeared the irate faces of peasants and snow-white kerchiefs. And just then, the train once more trembled and set off.
«Come on, come on!» Alex got on her knees.
Berg threw up his hands, calling for silence, and froze in an awkward pose.
The train confidently gathered speed.
«We're off,» Berg determined with relief.
Several people were still running along the embankment. Berg opened the door and whistled at them. A rock hit him in the forehead, and he sat down on the floor.
An «Ah!» resounded from a corner they thought held only Mollie.
Alarmed, the company looked in the sound's direction. In the corner stood a young woman in a calico peasant dress. Berg, covering the bump on his head, whispered:
«Good God, how beautiful you are, mademoiselle, madam, panna, miss!»
He crept over to her, but she waved her hands in protest.
«I'm afraid of you.»
«Oh, please don't be! We're actors, servants of Melpomene's circus,» Berg babbled. «That is, culturally educated people, and those two are circus stars.»
The woman began clapping her hands.
«Really? I just worship the circus, but I've never been.»
«I myself have only seen it on televi…» Berg cut himself off. Then he noticed that Mollie was lying atop a dead chicken. He tore the bird away and offered it up to the woman like a bouquet.
«You can boil up some boullion for your husband back home.»
«Would that I had a husband,» she said, embarrassed.
«Would that I had a home,» he dreamily countered.
«I'm so tired of chickens on that farm…»
Berg chucked the fryer away with a grand gesture:
«Fly thee hence, winged one!»
«What about you? Don't you have any place to live?» asked the woman — almost hopefully, it seemed.
«Wheresoever I'm obliged to live, I have no wish to go there.»
«A mean wife?»
«Brothers, actually. But never mind. You're from that poultry farm, eh?»
«Uh-huh. I take the night train home. I live in Zheltokrysino, twelve kilometers off. I had a flat tire on my bike, so here I am, taking the freight train…»
«Is the pay any good?»
«They pay us in eggs and carcasses.»
«Convenient.»
All along Berg had been crawling up to the woman, and now his face had come level with her knee. She blushed and squatted down. They silently stared into each other's eyes.
«If you don't have a place to live, why don't you settle down with me and my mother,» said the woman. «She'll be so happy. It's been ages since we had a man in the house.»
Alex and Orest, in the meantime, had been sitting on the floor, letting their legs dangle over the side of the doorway in the open air, surveying the streaming landscape. An exhausted Mollie lay next to them, fast asleep.
«One of them manages to get out of his cage all of a sudden, with the car wide open — they'll fall out,» muttered Orest. «Or else catch cold, God forbid.»
«And they're all hungry,» Alex took up the theme. «But, come on, one of our guys has to look in on them sometime during the trip. They're always stepping out during stops.»
«Mollie's here sleeping like a baby, no skin off her back!» said Orest. «It's all her fault we're in this mess…»
Mollie slightly opened her eyes, looking at him in silent reproach.
«Zheltokrysino,» the woman announced in a happy voice. Berg, no less delighted, embraced her about the shoulders.
The train braked to a halt and all four disembarked, Berg gallantly offering a hand to his new acquaintance, and then taking her by the elbow.
Alex tossed them a «See ya!»
«Uh-huh,» answered Berg, peremptorily. For him, only the poultry farm woman in the calico dress existed. The two lovebirds paused in a small square near the station, by a fountain. Mollie went with them and jumped in the fountain, greedily lapping up some water.
«Let her drink her fill,» Alex and Orest kept an eye on her from a distance.
Her thirst quenched, Mollie decided to have a bath.
Alex noticed a policeman walking along the platform and ran to the fountain.
«Come on now, climb out of there!»
The command only egged Mollie on: she frolicked with greater abandon.
Orest hastened over to them.
«Double time outta here! Come with me!»
Mollie, splashing up a storm without let-up, poured forth some joyous barking.
Berg and the poultry woman were engaged in an ecstatic kiss.
«Second Lieutenant Bruskov,» uttered a dry, officious voice. There he was already, the policeman, plain as day.
«May I see your documents, citizens?»
«Hi, Uncle Slava,» the poultry woman turned. She was glowing a scalded red, her eyes gleamed insanely, and her chest bobbed up and down, as if she were asphyxiating.
«Nastya, is that you?!» said the amazed lieutenant. «Hmm. I didn't recognize you. Guess you'll be rich someday, like that superstition says.»
«I've already found my treasure,» Nastya leaned against Berg's shoulder. «Has your Zorka calved yet?»
«I wish! She can't seem to get it over and done with. Bad enough she's not delivering in winter, like a normal cow, but only in summer does she get it into her head. And even then, she can't do it! By the way, who're these folks with you?»
«Circus people,» Nastya tenderly caressed Berg. «They got left behind by their train.»
Bruskov penetrated the newcomers with a Sherlock-Holmeslike stare, and nodded to the sweetly smiling Berg:
«The other day someone stole a hat just like yours from the Skumbak's country store. It was American humanitarian aid. Where did you get yours?»
«On tour in America.»
«Oh really? From America?»
«From the state of Amazonka.»
«A-ah… And a long-skirted silvery raincoat…» The lieutenant produced a small notebook and buried his head in it: «Also some Finnish smoked sausage, half a kilo of 'Yeltsin's Golden Dawn' apples, 200 grams of cheese, a pair of rubber slippers, size 42…» Bruskov lifted his gaze up to Berg, who was already without his cowboy hat, raincoat and rubber slippers. «Haven't I seen you somewhere before?»
«In the arena!» Berg blurted out.
«And just how did you get left behind, if your train is ri-i-ight over there?» he was pointing to precisely where the train stood.
«Well, we're off then!» Berg tiptoed on his bare feet.
Alex and Orest were already starting to take off, but they ran into another policeman — a broad one, enormously tall.
«What's the problem?» he grabbed the would-be escapees by the scruff of their necks, like kittens.
«Well, here's the deal,» the lieutenant reported quite merrily. «They say they got left behind by the circus, but what do you know: the circus is right over there!»
The bull stood the fugitives on their feet and said in a deep, grave tone:
«Confess everything.»
At that moment Mollie climbed out of the fountain's bowl, ran over to the guardians of order and shook herself dry. A torrent of spray rained down on their gray tunics. Alex and Orest had managed to take cover behind the square-shaped policeman.
«Let's bring them in to Gorlogryzov, Pasha,» mumbled the one who resembled a tower, wiping his eyes. «Let him figure it out.»
«To Gorlogr… gr… gryzov… But what for?» Berg babbled out in anguish, rubbing his Adam's apple.
«Come on, citizens, let's go!» Lieutenant Bruskov raised his voice, and elbowed his partner in the buttock, since he couldn't reach any higher. «Should we take Nastya too?»
«I'm not going anywhere without Heinrich!» she said, latching on to Berg.
«Our train cars are leaving,» muttered Alex, as in a dream.
«Listen up, you!» Orest craned his head up at the uniformed giant. «I don't see your badges… Our cars are taking off. We've got valuable animals in there!»
Nastya weighed in, moaning, «Heinrich is kind, he loves birds…»
By the station entrance there hung a glass case, declaring, «Wanted by the Police.» Two sheets were stuck over the glass: «Vote for Gorlogryzov» and «Vote for Kuroschupov.» Lieutenant Bruskov angrily tore off Kuroschupov's poster, indignantly crumpled it up and tossed it into a trashcan. From underneath the glass, a badly-printed photograph of Berg stared out at them: «Wanted: Especially Dangerous Criminal.» Berg darted off to the side, jumped from the platform and onto the rails, and bolted across the lines. The policemen, coming to their senses, yelled out, «Stop! Stop!» and ran up to the edge of the platform. But here they stopped, as if rooted to the spot. Bruskov, in the heat of the moment, started to put one leg down, but abruptly drew it back, as if out of a cold river.
«Potapov,» he said to his hale partner, «you go after him, I'll handle the accomplices.»
Potapov held onto his paunch and squatted down, gathering himself to jump, but in the end couldn't manage such a feat.
Meanwhile the track-layers working the lines, strapping women in orange vests, with crowbars in their grease-smeared mittens, shrilly screamed, «Hey, we'll drop him!» and flung their crowbars at the barefoot man without a second thought, striking home on the first try. The bars mowed Berg down on the spot. The track-layers seized up the body, like a crosstie, and delivered it up to the platform at Potapov's feet.
«Carry him in to the station,» he ordered Alex and Orest.
Once they'd dragged the unconscious Berg into a cell, the circus performers were immediately sent in to see Major Gorlogryzov, the station chief.
Gorlogryzov sat monolithically behind a double-posted desk, under a portrait of Bill Clinton (the work of a local painter), austerely working his furry eyebrows. After five minutes of silence, he sharply demanded:
«How long have you known Tsarapkin?»
«Who's that?» Orest shuddered in surprise.
«Your companion,» Gorlogryzov venomously screwed up his eyes.
«Berg?» mumbled Alex.
«Oh, so he's also Berg, is he? Mm-hm, mm-hm, well, he's been Luciferov, he's been Hellkin, he's been Trolleybusov… but, if we go by his given name, he's Yuri Andreyevich Tsarapkin, born 1962, escaped from prison one month ago. Do you know Potma?»
The circus folk shook their heads.
«I was born there,» Gorlogryzov revealed, dreamily, then frowned. «But not in the prison zone, of course. Meaning in those parts.»
«Excuse me,» Alex said, tiredly. «We couldn't care less… We're circus performers, left behind by our train. We've been trying to catch up with it, by relay, all the way from Gnilukha. We met up with this Tsarapkin of yours, or Berg, on the road. It's all elementary…»
«No, it's not elementary,» answered Gorlogryzov, in an offended tone. «Do you have your documents on you?»
«What damn documents?!» Alex was on the verge of tears.
«We haven't got any documents, or any money, we don't have a goddamn thing on us!»
«You watch your mouth,» the major suddenly looked at Clinton's portrait. «We're people of faith here, and you go off invoking unclean spirits.»
«Comrade station chief, let us go,» moaned Alex. «For the love of Christ!»
«But how am I supposed to believe you without documents?» Gorlogryzov asked, growing pensive.
«How?» Orest gruffly answered, and all of a sudden started twirling about the room in a circle, performed a somersault and wound up in a handstand right on top of the astonished major's desk. «That's how!»
«Mm-hmm,» said Gorlogryzov inimically staring at Orest's inverted face. «Very nice. Stand up straight.»
Orest resumed a normal, two-footed stance.
«Bruskov,» said Gorlogryzov, «did any circus pass through here?»
«Yessir!» the lieutenant replied. «Just now a train set off for Communist Future.»
«So why,» smiled Gorlogryzov, «didn't you skedaddle out of here on that?»
«You arrested us, that's why!» yelled Alex.
«We detained you,» the policemen corrected her, in unison.
«But now how are we gonna get to this Future of yours?»
«Don't you be laying some other strange Futures on us,» pronounced Gorlogryzov, menacingly. «And anyway, for a long time now this ComFuture hasn't been ComFuture; it's now CapProspects — Capitalist Prospects.»
An excited Policeman Potapov burst into the office, crumpling sheets of paper.
«We caught us another Kuroschupov follower. Right in our john, making use of enemy pamphlets! Here's proof!»
«I had to pee,» came a heart-rending cry from the corridor. «That's why I was in there! I had to pee-e-e!»
Gorlogryzov jumped up and pounded on the table with his fist.
«Give 'im fifteen days! For disturbing the peace!»
His gaze fell on the unfortunate Alex and Orest.
«What, you're still here! You're free, I believe you for some reason.»
«Ha!» Orest squeaked. «Thanks a bunch! But where do we go now?»
The station chief was taken aback, but didn't come up with anything.
«Bruskov, see to the sending-off of our comrade actors.»
«Yessir!» the lieutenant clicked his heels. But soon enough, on the platform, he said to his charges, «Now what am I gonna do with you? Aha! Thisaway!»
Nastya was standing by the wanted poster display case, crying bitter tears, gazing at Berg's photo as if in supplication.
«I'll wait for you, Heinrich. I will. As long as it takes. I'll wait all my life, I will.»
Bruskov led the circus folk to the railroad yard, tarrying next to a train car with a little tablet on it that read, «Glass hauler.»
«Open up!» he demanded, rapping on the wall.
«Go to hell, you alkie!» echoed a voice from inside, in an Eastern accent.
«Police,» Bruskov clarified.
A dark, shaggy, unshaven head showed itself through a tiny window under the roof, disappeared, and bolts started banging within. The door slid open with a rumble.
«Everything is in order, chief, yes,» an Armenian stood in the doorway.
«Oh, yeah? Drugs, weapons?»
«They checked it out just yesterday. Took two bottles of brandy for inspection, yes.»
«We're gonna make you lose sleep. Another inspection.»
«Why lose sleep? I am as calm as Mount Ararat, yes.»
«Really? By the way, you'll be giving these fellas here a lift to Communist Future.»
«I do not get it, chief.»
«You know, it's going by Capitalist Prospects now.»
«You mean we will be sticking around there after all, yes?»
«More'n likely you'll just tear on through, but who knows…»
«Yes,» nodded the Armenian.
«Yes, indeedy,» sighed the policeman.
Alex and Orest picked up Mollie. Bruskov started to help, but the dog thwacked him in the face with a grimy paw. With a muttered «Bon voyage!» he pushed off for home.
Inside the car, wooden crates of brandy bottles towered from floor to ceiling.
«I am hauling them from Armenia,» said their escort. «Abroad. To Moscow.» He added, indifferently: «Hamlet.»
«The Danish prince,» Alex let out.
«Shakespeare,» Orest assented.
«Name is Hamlet. Please, joinme at table, yes.»
The table was a structure of overturned plank crates in the corner of the car. They sat on matching overturned crates. With a stately gesture Hamlet produced, out of a large box, a huge ripe tomato, followed by a pimply cucumber, some greens, and some sort of flowery root. He lovingly set all these things on a plate and carefully sliced them. Alex and Orest looked on as if hypnotized. For a finale he took out a bottle ofbrandy, looked it over delightedly from all sides, raising it slightly overhead, uncorked it and poured a little into each glass.
«We don't drink,» Alex hastily mentioned.
«What do you mean, 'don't drink'?!» Hamlet flew into a rage. «Cognac like this, yes? Even if they are calling it 'brandy' now, it is primo stuff! Yes?!»
«Alright, alright,» said Alex, getting embarrassed. She took the glass, put it to her lips. «Mmm, what a wonderful flavor! Really, very nice, mmm…»
Hamlet calmed down and handed a glass to Orest.
Someone unexpectedly stirred in the corner, someone lying on a straw mattress. The figure rose with a wheeze. A boy. He grew shy and hid himself behind Hamlet, who drew him out for a look.
«My youngest. He is Hamlet, too. I brought him with me. To show him Russia. What if he never gets another chance, yes.»
«Do you like Russia?» lisped Orest.
«No,» the boy shot back, unperturbed. «Dirty.»
Hamlet smoothed the child's hair.
«But the people are kind.»
Outside, someone frenziedly banged on the car paneling; some «kind soul» clamored:
«'Ey, ya foreign piece'a crap, hand over the vodka!»
Hamlet gloomily sighed:
«There is no vodka, yes.»
And he quietly added:
«All along the rail line, the alcoholics know that if the car has 'Glass hauler' written on it, it must be carrying liquor, yes.»
«You shouldn't have a sign, then,» Alex suggested.
«If I do not, when the train cars are being sorted they will let this one slide down from the hillock at top speed, like all the others — everything will be smashed. But with the sign they will take care and lower me with a locomotive, yes.»
«Open up, ya turd, I'm dyin' out here!» someone beat on the door as before.
«Just a minute,» said Orest, and, after leading Mollie to the door, opened it a crack. The dog stuck its head in the opening and growled, but this didn't frighten the caller, who had already squeezed himself halfway into the car.
«What do you open up for, yes?» frowned Hamlet and, resigned to his fate, carried a brandy bottle over to the exit. The glaucousnosed customer held out some cash in his trembling hands. Hamlet counted the money by sight, took it and gave up the bottle. Like one blessed with a great bounty, the man stumbled out at once. His retreating steps crackled on the gravel.
«But how are you going to settle up your accounts later on?» asked Alex.
«Write it off as breakage,» Hamlet nodded to some crates of bottle fragments. «Already in Yerevan they were pinching, yes.»
The cars shook, somewhere far away the engine pipe whistled, and the train set off. The boy sat by the open door. The grown-ups ate at table.
«Where are you headed?» Hamlet raised his glass, inviting the others to clink.
«Along ways yet,» clinked Orest. Alex nodded with a sigh and joined in with her glass.
Hamlet went off to smoke by the door, while Alex started to doze off. Her head fell, awkwardly dangling to the side. Orest discreetly embraced the girl and soon fell asleep, too.
«Communist Future!» the silence shattered.
«Whaffor?!» cried out Alex, startled, half awake.
«The station,» smiled Hamlet. «Capitalist Prospects.»
«Yeah?» Alex settled down, and elbowed Orest. «Wake up! You don't wanna sleep through capitalism!»
Orest, his eyes at a loss, scrunched up his face into a frown:
«Aw, shoot! Here I thought this whole disaster was just a dream.»
«Here is the hillock,» announced Hamlet. «They sort the cars along this slope, yes.»
Alex and Orest went up to the door. The train had stopped on an incline. The rails stretched out far below, and there branched out into a myriad of shoots. At the summit the train was being split up into separate cars, which were then pushed downhill by a rammer-locomotive. The cars would gather speed and, split up by automated switchers, rush on along different lines, where they slid into new train formations. Past the railway switch they were caught by the shoers — always drunk but quite sharp — who brandished long poles with hooks used to pick up pieces of braking shoes strewn along the lines, and wedge them in under the wheels of madly rushing trains to arrest their speed. The shoers dashed here and there in a frenzy — the cars were flying towards them, like kernels in a popcorn popper — but all the same, from time to time, they'd let one marked «propane-butane» slip past: a tank of highly explosive fuel, illegal to let slide down the hill. They watched its course with interest, to see if it would blow up on impact with the other cars.
«Glass hauler!» Hamlet yelled to those uncoupling the train cars. «Do not let us slide down the hill! It is written right there, yes! I am carrying Armenian brandy!»
The uncouplers looked at him in irritation. One angrily growled:
«I was starting to move up the waiting list for an apartment, and they wound up giving it to one'a you refugees… Give 'im a good shove, Sergei, like ya really mean it!»
And the rammer-engine, building up speed, slammed into the train car. Sparks splattered out from under the wheels, the bottles started jingling — the car shot down the hill like a missile. The shoers thought it best not even to try bothering with this car, which streaked by with knock-you-off-your-feet velocity. One of the shoers, standing too close to the rails, even lost his cap.
The initial blow sent everyone tumbling inside the car. Crates rained down to the floor, bottles shattered, their precious contents flowed in a river. The car smashed into another train sitting on the rails, producing a ghastly quake; it lurched back, took aim, did it again. Everything that had survived the first collision was destroyed in the second. The car came to a stop. Mollie was the first to come to; whimpering, she worked her way to the exit and jumped out. Alex and Orest groaned, helping each other scramble out from under the crates. Some glass had sliced into the palm of Orest's hand; he was sucking on the wound. Hamlet raised up his son, who was trembling and weeping noiselessly, from the floor, himself sobbing: «We survived Spitak, a horrible earthquake… Just to make it this far, to Communist Future and its Capitalist Prospects…»
«Forgive us, goodbye,» Alex babbled, too low to be heard. Orest tugged on her and nodded at the door.
They jumped out and walked off, hanging their heads. Mollie, sporting a limp, trudged along after them.
«What line're the circus cars on?» Alex sullenly addressed a worker they met along the way.
«It left already,» he noted, indifferently. «For Zaschekino.»
«I give up,» said Alex, sitting on a rail. Orest dropped down next to her.
«There's a train taking off soon from the first line, get on over there,» advised the laborer.
The circus folk mechanically stood up and started shuffling off like automatons, in no particular direction.
«Not that way!» yelled the worker and waved them onto the opposite path. «Thataway!»
Robot-like, the circus performers spun round and set off along the indicated course.
A train ready for departure stood on the first line. The brake sleeves between the car couplings hissed like snakes, venting air.
«I don't see a car we could get in,» noted Alex.
«Halt, or I'll shoot!» suddenly echoed a squeaky little voice. Their way was barred by a rifle — in the tiny, gaunt hands, all atremble, of a young soldier.
«Fire away!» Alex pulled down her T-shirt.
The little soldier flushed crimson and turned away. Mollie ran up to him, grabbed onto the rifle with her teeth and playfully started pulling on it like a toy. The little infantryman dropped his weapon and ran off:
«Ooh, that pooch's packin' heat now!»
Orest wrested the rifle from Mollie and handed it to the warrior.
The little soldier was guarding a train car platform, over which towered something big and sharp-cornered, concealed by a tarpaulin. A second soldier emerged from underneath the platform — a Tartar from the look of him, who commanded with rapid-fire diction:
«Go back, back, go around, you can't come throughhere!»
Another soldier popped out of the train car, which was coupled next to the platform. He was disheveled, dressed in rags, with a face so red it looked like it'd been ground down with abrasive powder. He started shouting:
«Aw, c'mon, let 'em through, Orlyankin! 'Ey, Kilmandeyev! What's with this, it's all a crock! Come on through here, you guys!»
Orlyankin and Kilmandeyev stood at attention, as if they'd received the command.
Their superior, meanwhile, was clearly drunk as a skunk.
Alex and Orest warily approached the car's footboard.
«Would you get us to Zaschekino?» asked Orest, politely.
«You'll 'get' something from me, awright!» hiccuped the soldier.
«As far as the station at Zaschekino,» Orest cleared his throat. «You're going that way, aren't you?»
«Not exactly,» craftily answered the soldier, snickering. «We're headed for Lysogonovo — by way of Zaschekino.»
«So, can you give us a ride?»
«Sure. I personally keep no secrets from the people. C'mon up!»
The circus folk climbed aboard.
«So, what are you transporting?» asked Alex, naively.
«Some crap or other. Hell if we know what they packed up here. I'd like to have a look-see m'self, sometime. Ugh! Is this brown bear with you, or has maestro Delirium Tremens honored us with a gift?»
«She's our doggie,» Alex scratched Mollie behind the ear.
«Right. It's usually on the fourth day that I start seein' things. Today's only the third,» said the soldier, loudly tapping on his throat.
It was a customized train car, with separate compartments. One of them held a kind of laboratory, where two women were agitating something in test tubes. They looked fearfully at Redface as he walked by. «Keep working!» he sternly commanded the ladies, and shut the door. He loudly added:
«Imbeciles! They wouldn't put out… They've got husbands, see… Well, so what? I'm a family man m'self, so what'd we come on this trip for?»
He waved his hand dismissively and, swaying heavily, bumping into the walls, he walked on, but suddenly fell. Alex and Orest were busy picking him up when he asked:
«Who're you? What're you doin' in a secret location?»
«You let us in yourself,» replied Alex, at a loss.
«Where's Vznuzdov?»
«We don't know,» they answered, with a sinking feeling.
The soldier stared at them with a dulled look and broke into a grin, catching sight of Alex's breasts under her T-shirt.
«T-t-t-t-titties… here comes the horned billy goat after the kiddies… butt-butt-butt…»
Alex pulled away from the soldier's eager claws. He snatched at the air, brought his fist up to his face, opened it, contemplated it, sighed in disappointment and walked on. He tumbled into somebody's compartment; the circus folk stopped short at the threshold. Stale, stuffy air slammed into their nostrils. The compartment was a complete disaster area. On the little table lay leftovers and stubs of things, filthy glasses, half-empty bottles. The floor was more of the same, with the addition of socks and boots thrown about. The bedding was all in a lump. On one of the bunks a soldier lay on his stomach; evidently this was Vznuzdov. His gray-haired crown, grown hoary with age, drooped down from the edge of the bed, over a vomit-splattered floor.
«Make yerselves at home!» Redface winked at them, after which his eye stuck closed. In case his guests wanted any, he poured vodka into some glasses straight off. «Drink yer fill!»
Alex and Orest sat together on the edge of a seat, but refused to drink.
«Great! That'll leave more for me. Otherwise, no way I'll ever whip myself into shape.»
He polished off a glass and gave the order:
«Let's go! Qui-i-ck, 'arch!»
Just then the train started. Redface knocked the back of his head on the wall, and it dawned on him all of a sudden:
«Hey, maybe we should blow 'er up, eh?»
«Who?» the circus folk looked over to Mollie, quietly lying in the corridor.
«You know, that secret thingamawhatzit under the tarp. Let's arrange for a conversion, eh? Generally speaking, I'm against war. Gimme disarmament! I want peace! Love! Broads!» He stared at Alex, eyes dull as glass. «Let's go. There's a free compartment next door here. While I still can…»
«She promised me the next dance,» Orest uttered gloomily.
«'Scuse me, buddy, I didn't see ya,» Redface bowed and scraped, and sat back down. «Where'd that Vznuzdov disappear to?»
«Well, there's somebody in bed over there,» Orest mentioned, good-naturedly.
«Is that 'somebody' Vznuzdov?!» Redface howled.
The gray-haired man started mumbling and smacking his lips in his sleep.
Redface put a finger to his large lips, and whispered:
«He and I'd be drinking together, back when we was cadets, wet 'hind the ears, hauling bombs along the Volga. Under the barges… If once in a while you saw barges going by real slow on the river, real careful-like, especially at night, and the barges themselves looked empty… That means they're transporting either a li'l ole submarine or a li'l ole bomb. But wait a mi… What're you asking so many questions for?!»
«We're not asking any questions,» answered a tired Alex. «You're going on and on all by yourself.»
«Well, I don't give a damn about that! 'Cuz I'm sick'a everything… What do we have wars for? Hah? Because they've got us, the military!» he slammed his fist to his chest — it rang like a bell. «I'm the military! Down with all the armies of the world, the planet, the universe!!!»
Suddenly he made out through the window, on the next track, an oncoming military transport train, with buck privates sitting and standing in the openings. Redface flung himself into the gangway. From the threshold he yelled out with all his might:
«Give us demobilization!»
And the conscripts all began roaring with laughter. They waved their hands and forage caps in the air: «Demobilize! Demobilize!»
Redface ecstatically tore off his shoulder straps and hurled them under the train wheels, to stormy applause.
The sleeping Vznuzdov came to, reluctantly tore his gray head from the trestle bed, screwed up his eyes, got up, stretched out towards a glass, drank and — only then — sat down with a grunt.
«What's your business here, comrades?» he asked, seeing Alex and Orest.
«Your colleague invited us aboard,» Alex elucidated. «The one you used to transport bombs with on the Volga…»
The gray-haired man opened his eyes wide at her.
«Beat the swords into ploughshares!» was heard coming from the gangway.
«Understood,» Gray Head heavily raised himself and strode off into the corridor.
Redface was swinging from the footboard somewhere, bawling out:
«Peace for the cottages, women for the soldiers! Hip-hip-hurray!!!»
But by now only empty fields, as far as the eye could see, were rolling by.
«I'll show you swords and ploughshares,» said Gray Head. He yanked Redface into the train car and boxed his ear. «Lost your head, huh, Blyakhin?»
Blyakhin crawled over to the compartment on all fours, sniveling:
«That's it — I whipped myself inna shape. Must not be the third day after all. Must'a made it to the fourth long time ago…»
Gray Head showed the circus folk the door.
«Get out!»
Resigned, they walked out to the hallway.
«I said out! Off the train! Civilians don't belong here.»
«We can't just jump off with the train moving,» grumbled Alex.
Gray Head shut the door. They could hear dull blows and muffled whimpering from inside the compartment.
«That's our train!» Alex cried out.
A train pulling circus cars was rolling along the next track, parallel to them. But the train hauling military equipment soon overtook it.
The sun, sinking behind the horizon, burst forth from the other side of the circus cars' locomotive, dazzling Orest and Alex.
They made it to Zaschekino that night. The rail yard was lit up with powerful lamps mounted on masts high overhead; it seemed brighter than in daytime. Alex and Orest stretched out on some stunted grass between the lines. Mollie lay next to them.
«It's as bright as the circus ring, under the big top,» smiled Orest.
«Wish I could have something to drink,» Alex sighed.
«I'll run over and get us something,» Orest answered instantly, and dashed off.
Alex hmphed, stroking the dog.
«He can be trained too, huh?»
Mollie gave a wide yawn, seasoned with a slight whimper.
Orest brought back a plastic bottle of Coca Cola.
«We lucked out. Some guys were ripping off a container back there, so I went to the trouble of getting us a little something… Drink up, Alyona!»
Alex looked him over and laughed. She took the bottle, twisted it open and drank.
Echoing voices from the loudspeakers mingled with engine whistles and the rumble of wheels.
Some sort of freight train arrived. It sailed past and ground to a halt in the distance, with a sigh. Out of a navy freezer car emerged the sleepy figure of what could have been a man or a woman.
«Where's the water tower here?»
«Don't know,» answered Orest.
The trackman showed up. The freezer man turned to him:
«Hey, buddy, can you move us under the water? Our refrigerators are defrosting.»
«Tomorrow.»
«We've got highly perishable products onboard. We're haulin' poultry to Svobodino. We're supposed to be there by tomorrow.»
«Can't do it. We don't have any engines. We'll send you off day after tomorrow.»
«Well, isn't that an engine I see puffin' away over there, or what?»
A locomotive was creeping backwards and forwards on some empty rails.
«That's for the circus. They're supposed to get here soon. They had an elephant go wild on 'em. Hell if we're gonna be keeping 'em here!»
Orest jumped over to them.
«What do you mean, an elephant went wild? Can't leave them alone for a minute!»
«They're coming!» Alex clamored.
The multi-colored little cars appeared at last. In the leading car's entrance stood the old codger, Gordey, smoking a pipe. When he saw Alex, he started waving his crutch.
«How come ya didn't water the pigeons?»
«We got left behind, Gordey, for Pete's sake. Way back in Gnilukha, what're you talkin' about?!»
«Huh? Ya mean ya didn't even feed the horses, for a whole day? Orest, wilya gettaload'a that!»
Meanwhile, another car slowly rolled over. Inside, a curly-haired lad was peeling potatoes. He hopped over to the door.
«Ou-la la! How'd you all get here so fast?»
«What, you're telling me nobody back there noticed a thing? At all?»
Alex turned to Orest with a flabbergasted look, and screamed, «WE-GOT-LEFT-BEHIND!!!» into the ether.
Orest, meanwhile, ran over to the car with a painted elephant on its side, and clambered up onto its footboard. In its entryway stood a red-haired, freckled fat woman holding a monkey.
«What happened to the elephant?!» Orest blurted out.
The fat lady cracked up:
«Nothing. We cooked up the story way back in Zheltokrysino, that he'd gone berserk on us and that he might break up the whole station. They sure sent us on our way a lot faster. And then farther on they alerted everybody up ahead about the 'wild elephant.' So we had us green lights all the way to the end of the line.»
The train braked to a halt. The engine expecting the circus cars pulled back to allow their uncoupled locomotive to pass, then promptly got down to hooking itself up in the old engine's place.
«Hey!» they called out to Alex from the next circus car, as if nothing had happened. «So, you decided to walk the dog here after all, huh?»
«Sure,» smiled Alex. «It's nice to breathe fresh air once in a while…»
And, whistling Mollie over, she scurried to her car.

OLGA SLAVNIKOVA
KRYLOV'S CHILDHOOD

Translated by Marian Schwartz.

On a relief globe, the Urals look like an old, stretched out scar. There used to be a globe like that at the local history museum; its hollow bumps resembled a cardboard mask. A clumsy contraption caged inside four wooden ribs, you could spin it, and if you rubbed the globe's rough side it would make three or four turns with a plaintive creak, tumble across its own axis for the last time, and land with South America on the bottom. There, underneath, some irritating little piece of it would take a while to settle down. Young Krylov's mother, although in those days a thirty-year-old woman in high heels, had an old woman's job at the museum. She sat on an ordinary chair among the museum's marvels and kept people from touching the skeleton of the brown antediluvian mammoth, whose sole tusk looked like a broken ski with a splint jutting out in front.
But neither the globe nor the mammoth, to say nothing of the turgic cobra in green denatured alcohol, or the dusty dioramas on prehistoric themes, held any allure for young Krylov. His imagination was drawn by the crystals. They rested in the display windows in cardboard nests lined with cotton wool, and they also towered in the museum lobby, balancing out its patterned, cast iron plangency with their absolute and intact muteness. The most powerful rock crystal, inside of which iridescent mealy stone-snow seemed to be melting, turning into water, was taller than 12-year-old Krylov by its entire blunt fissured point. No less amazing were the black morions: two chunky druses, as if they'd been chopped out of solid resin with an ax. In the smoky quartzes called Venus's hairstone, through their tea-yellow, it was as if you were seeing bundles of iron needles, or the prickly leavings from a cut at the barber's. The crystals' sides, if you looked at them from a specular angle, were cross-hatched here and there, the way they teach you to cross-hatch figures in drawing class, while others had polished patches, as if they'd been through major renovations underground.
The museum had other, nontransparent minerals, too. Visitors always took a special interest in the massive gold nugget that looked like the mummy of some tiny animal. The woman guide, whom Krylov remembered by her black skirt and heavy feet stuffed into her stretched out scuffs, would tell the schoolchildren that a miner who dies underground petrifies sometimes and turns into his own statue. Afterward Krylov wasted no time clarifying whether or not this was so. It turned out that, indeed, under specific conditions organic remains can be replaced by sulfur-pyrite. There was no impermeable boundary between the mineral world and living nature.
Young Krylov, who often showed up at the museum despite the prohibitions of his mother, who feared for the exhibits, felt that he was closer to knowledge there than he was in his classes at school. Knowledge yet to be discovered but quietly promised held a pleasure shaped somehow like the complex space of an old cathedral, from volume to volume, its surfeit on top, where the white-washed dome was rough and uneven, like the shell of an ancient egg. Later on it occurred to Krylov that it was temple configurations that were best suited to the introducing, teaching, and placing of exhibits. In some prof ound way they corresponded to the templates of human thought. In any church he saw a misinterpreted museum.
The conical crystals chopped off at the root and transferred to the plinths of rusty cloth possessed in full measure a quality that had bewitched young Krylov since his very first glimmers of consciousness: transparency. Man's early memories have an obscure and confused origin. When later Krylov had occasion to spend time on business in the ancient emir's capital where he had passed his first years, he had the feeling that he had not once lived amid these huge glazed ceramics and crude, oxidized copper engravings, this Asiatic vegetation, but that he had dreamed it all. The dream of his early childhood was vibrant and trembled at the mere sight of the marble-hard white grapes on the fruit stand under the harsh Ural snow — and then dropped right back into his subconscious. The episodes accessible to Krylov's memory as an adult consisted in part of his parents' stories and in part of restorations from his imagination; it didn't seem possible to separate out the grains of what was genuine and what was unconditionally his. Just one episode was steeped in ammonia-like reality. All he had to do was wish to see it and in his mind an osier bush immediately flashed above the soap-green irrigation water, and in his hand he found a sliver of blue glass, curved, from a bottle probably, through which the flashes of sunlight on the irrigation canal looked (this is a later insertion) like welding sparks. Something sticky was smeared along the edge of the piece of glass, and on his finger, buzzing and thick, there emerged, as if from a half-shut eye, a fat red tear. Who was that stout man he knew, who leaned over him, smelling of sweat through his clean, blindingly white shirt? He demanded that Krylov throw it away that instant, or give him the glass, but young Krylov, smeared all over with blood, as if it were chocolate, stubbornly held his find behind his back and retreated into the leafy shade, which was as hot as splashes of tea (this is a later insertion). He felt it with inutterable clarity at the time: the blue sliver contained something that almost never occurs in the simple matter around us: transparency, a special, prof ound element, like water and sky.
Actually, it was dating from this episode that Krylov remembered himself, that he became aware of himself as an intact human continuity. His attraction to the transparent, to the mystery of the gem, which subsequently inserted Krylov into the true Ural mentality, must originally have been an emanation of the dry, flat Asiatic world, where water was highly valued, where everything earthly under the red-hot sky was divided into what would seem to be fit for being ground into pigment, on one hand, and untinted monotony, on the other. Young Krylov perceived transparency as a substance's highest, most enlightened state. Transparency was magic. All simple objects belonged to the ordinary world, this world. No matter how cleverly they were arranged or how tightly sealed, you could open them and see what they had inside. The transparent belonged to a world of a different order, and you couldn't open it up and get inside. Once young Krylov attempted to extract the orange glass-juice that was trapped in the thick walls of his aunt's vase and that was much better than the colorless water poured into the vase. One afternoon, on the balcony, on a carefully spread out newspaper, young Krylov struck the vase with a hammer, exploding its emptiness like a grenade in a war movie. The shards, though — some of them flew into the sneering sycamore or under his aunt's tubs — were just as self-contained as the intact object. Choosing the very best, bottom piece, with the thickest color, young Krylov continued to smash it on the scraps of the now slivered and silvered newspaper until he ended up with a totally white, hard powder. The only color in the powder came from his, Krylov's, unanticipated blood, which looked like a chewed up raisin. Not a drop remained in the powder of the transparency for whose sake his experiment had been performed.
The experiment that ended in powder made a much bigger impression on Krylov than the fatherly beating that followed. He had learned that what is transparent is unattainable and, like everything precious, is connected with blood. What he gleaned about stones at the children's library, where the papery dust choked him (Krylov could barely remember a time when he couldn't read), confirmed his intuition's findings. «Great Moghul,» «Excelsior,» «Florentine,» «Shah» — the names of the world-class diamonds were as much music to him as the names of world capitals are to romantics of another bent. Famous stones were the heroes of adventures on a par with d'Artagnon, Captain Nemo, and Leatherstocking.
Meanwhile, his mother and aunt had precious stones, too: large earrings on slender gold hooks, with pale blue stones, holding more patterns than a cardboard kaleidoscope; and four rings. One, bent, had a gaping black hole, but in the others marvelous transparencies winked like cat's eyes. Young Krylov was as certain of the high value of these objects as he was of the fact that the painting by Shishkin, Morning in the Piney Woods, hung in the living room of his neighbors, the Permyakovs, over their lumpy couch, whose solid dilapidation arose powerfully in his memory when a few years later young Krylov was secretly researching the museum's taxidermied deer and wolves. Later, when he had done some reading, Krylov learned that the picture was in fact held at the Tretyakov Gallery. It was hard for him to believe in the Tretyakov's reality and, consequently, Shishkin's painting itself vanished from reality. The world appeared to young Krylov as a string of copies without an original — assuming an original, striving to engender it with their spontaneous accumulation and merge with it, but in vain. All this wasn't formulated until much later, but the feeling joined the sum of those nonverbal intuitions that young Krylov was infatuated with and reveled in secretly from the adults. Even after his disappointment in the painting's copy, though, his belief in the precious stones kept in the shabby box covered in nettle-green velvet remained intact.
Young Krylov understood from the grownups' conversations that they all earned very little money. For some reason his aunt, considered a beauty, earned the least of all. She had a habit of puffing out her ribs, tensing the slender veins on her neck, and circling her waist with her hands so that the fingers nearly met in the crumpled silk of her shift; her hair, which poured smoothly down her back all the way to her waist, was piled up and hovered in the air like the striated smoke from his father's cigarettes. She was the first to lose her job. One day she came home walking — and looking — utterly off, as if her feet had kept landing in invisible holes, and to all questions she turned to face the wall. The old Yuryuzan refrigerator, which his mama and aunt had been planning to get rid of, chuckled with glee. To young Krylov, though, it seemed that both this refrigerator, and the worn red carpets, which in spots looked like colored batting, and the lack of a car of their own, which his father, who was nota thief, grumbled about on Saturdays behind his half-lowered newspaper — that all this was just a game because the family in fact kept a treasure. The certainty never left young Krylov that everything transparent was worth insane sums — and stones in gold settings weren't just any old buttons. In essence, he saw them as magical objects capable of granting Ivan the Fool's every wish. The very presence of these stones elevated his mother and aunt above ordinary laboring women with nasty-smelling kitchen hands into the ranks of titled ladies. That is, it gave them a special dignity, which later young Krylov dreamed of seeing in women but never did find. He dwelled for a time in the happy confidence that should some calamity suddenly befall them, the stones, sold to some fairy-tale merchants in luxurious turbans that looked like white roses, would save the day.
* * *
They did not save the day. Everything changed. Nothing seemed real anymore but rather as if you were seeing it in a mirror. You couldn't tell who was doing what in this mirror or who was going where. Young Krylov still didn't have the right words but he did have a visceral sense of the disorientation of things; he noticed that many people on the street now seemed off. Others, who didn't speak Russian well, seemed to double in this mirror: each time in the courtyard he ran into mocking Mahomet with his iron fingers, or Kerim with the blue-gray head from the seventh floor, young Krylov felt with his contracted shoulder blades that, while they were in front of him, they were simultaneously standing behind his back.
Several times strangers came to the Krylovs' apartment: two who looked liked they were from the market, in identical jackets that looked like they had been glued on the inside to a piece of warped cardboard. The strangers walked through the house, looking around cautiously and meticulously, as if they were playing hide-and-seek and were ready to dash for the starting wall at any moment. One, with temples like pieces of gray coal under his skull-cap, was asking Krylov's frightened mother something, his angry, effeminate voice rising from time to time to a quizzical whine; the other said nothing but seemed to be thinking, and the wrinkles on his forehead were exactly like the ones you get on the front of crumpled trousers. One day these two, whom his parents referred to privately as «the buyers,» brought with them an utterly senile and bent old granddad, whose body looked like a skinny dog in man's clothing. While the young men were crawling under the bed and in the closets — now without any ceremony whatsoever, as if in hopes of finding hidden players — the granddad sat on a stool, his bowed legs in their soft, dusty shoes folded in an impotent curl. Granddad looked absolutely nothing like the rich merchant whom young Krylov's imagination had created with a little help from the Arabian Nights and the movie about old Hattab the Djinn. His robe, belted with a dirty cotton scarf, had burned up from the heat to shreds of brown batting, and his beard was like the threads from a torn-off button. When young Krylov happened to look into his eyes, where some kind of warm wax was accumulating, he felt — as clearly as if he had become transparent for a second — that Granddad didn't care what happened to him, or to these young men, or to the Russian inhabitants of this profane apartment, who to Granddad were no more than shadows on the unfamiliar walls around him. When they had completed this latest inspection, the strangers lifted the doddering djinn by his spread elbows and carried him off, adjusting to his small felt steps — but from the vestibule you could see the Permyakovs' door open across the landing and the anxious neighbors waiting inside. There were fewer «buyers» than «sellers.»
The «move» dated from this time. Far from all the familiar items that disappeared here later showed up there, in the cold northern city where the trees' summer greenery functioned as raincoats, in the tiny apartment stingily lit by windows the size of an open newspaper. In the same manner his aunt disappeared as well — the princess, his friend, the beauty with the round face that had the ability to glow in the dark — she vanished without a trace, and young Krylov understood from the muffled tone of the new apartment silence that in no instance was he to ask about her. It turned out that the precious stones were all gone, along with Mama's savings, to pay for the containers in which their furniture arrived, crippled and suffering from, now chronic, dislocation of the joints. The wardrobe where his aunt's colorful dresses once hung now tended to come apart, the way the slick magician's painted box comes apart in the circus ring.
No matter how hard his parents tried to get it out of him why he had done that terrible thing, young Krylov preferred to keep his own counsel. You didn't see him asking why they hid the only photograph of his aunt as far away as possible, under the technical manuals from the nonexistent microwave and sewing machine, although he suspected foul play — a reluctance to look at the person they had for some reason abandoned. One evening, scarily close to his parents' return from work, he up and poked into the stiff drawer under the mirror, which was stuffed like a briefcase. Hastily tossing the uninteresting papers aside, afraid now that what he'd been searching for would not turn up among these scraps, he suddenly saw his aunt — taken in the same studio where they had taken him, standing as if she were a singer on stage, in front of folded drapery which young Krylov remembered as red but in the photo was brown. All at once his urge to steal from his parents the sole copy, which had no original, was superseded by another. Feeling the tears that had welled up press on his nose, Krylov ripped the photograph into sticky pieces, some of which ended up on the floor. Then he managed to unseal the damp ventilation pane and released his aunt from his fist, like a small bird, onto the dark October wind, which was scraping its belly over the earth, so that she might overcome the mass of air and withered leaves pulling her down and fly south. He didn't notice that some of the scraps fluttered back into the room and got tangled up in his hair like confetti.
So, when his parents, tired from the bus, dragged themselves and their bags of groceries into the absolutely quiet, unlit apartment with the electric drizzle on the unshuttered windows and the little criminal hiding in the dark W.C., all the clues were in evidence. Young Krylov couldn't remember another fatherly punishment like this one: the belt seared his clenched, trembling buttocks, and the pain made him wet himself on the clammy oilcloth his father had thrown down as a precaution on the new ottoman brought from the house. His mother, clutching her crushed beauty parlor hairdo, sat at the empty table in front of a solitary dish of marmalade and the remnants of some colored sugar — and remained sitting like that while the criminal, holding his trousers and upturning chairs, stumbled back to the W.C., where he kept tattered matches and smelly butts wrapped in paper behind the wastebasket.
* * *
Actually, what shook young Krylov at the time was not his parents' behavior but his newly discovered capacity to commit terrible crimes. He developed this capacity further in school and the yard, which was notorious for its drunken brawls, teen rumbles, and the giant puddle, shaped like a grand piano, that appeared spring and fall in an unvarying outline in the exact same spot — and which in the course of dangerous experiments with substances pilfered from the chemistry closet burned up and exploded more than once, splattering foamy water on the metal garages. After the «move,» young Krylov got out of hand, as they say. A ceasefire was in effect only on museum territory, where, if his mother didn't pester him too much, Krylov quietly did his homework in the staffroom with the thick walls and sloping window, where the raspberry sun of the winter sunset sat like a loaf of bread in the oven, or the spring branches melted in the March blue. All the rest of the time he led an independent life.
With his thrill-seeking buddies he would ride the freights that dragged past the gray buildings lined up in a long row — as if to demonstrate the relativity of motion to the abstract observer. Or he'd flatten pieces of scrap under train wheels, scrap that seemed to retain some of its monstrous weight and quaking power, like the echo of the caboose, as if the freight train, making its groaning sounds, were retreating from him in two directions. With that same enterprising gang, young Krylov climbed the abandoned TV tower the Uralers called the Toadstool. The town's main attraction, which had never been used for its designated purpose and for a good ten years had been deteriorating in a striated mirage above the cubist apartment blocs and cellophane river, was guarded by the police, but only very theoretically. There, inside the concrete pillar, which had holes like a whistle, the rusted stairs were rickety and some places were like a creaking swing. The wind up top, bursting through the cracks, instantly dried your sweat, making the thrill-seeker feel as if his whole body had been trapped in a sticky spider web. Despite the difficulties of the climb, though, the column was covered in all kinds of graffiti just as solidly as any proletarian entryway. At the very top, on the wind-lashed circular platform, which bobbed around like an airborne raft, he couldn't keep his feet at first, even in the relatively safe center; he felt like lying flat on his belly and not watching the skinny grating of the guard rail, buried by winding tendrils, ladle the sun-drenched blur, not watching the pink rag that was tied to it and ripped to shreds furiously flap.
Teen Krylov had already figured it out, though. If you wanted to be a real Uraler, you had to take risks — lots of them, and the more reckless the better. Standing at the very edge, feeling where the low wall stopped and emptiness began, just above knee height, like a cello bow passing across strung nerves, he was one of the few who could piss straight into the abyss, where his output scattered like beads from a broken strand. When out-of-town base jumpers first showed up at the tower and started jumping over the side, flicking the long tongues of their parachutes, Krylov decided he was definitely going to jump, too, but it was not to be. «Don't even think about it, buddy,» the guy with deeply set kind eyes that glistened amid his wrinkles and lashes like drops of dark oil, told him. «You have to train for sixmonths to base-jump. It's all a matter of seconds here, get it? You'd fuck yourself up good…» The good man explained what exactly would happen to Krylov, using an expression of exceptional profanity while watching good-naturedly the thrill-seekers' hangout, where an empty balloon drifted, drunk on the thin air and shining like a 60-watt bulb in absolute sun. «So I fuck myself up. So what? It's my right.» Krylov wouldn't back down, although his stomach was in knots and the abyss below seemed to turn like a hatch being opened. «See this parachute?» the good baser nodded over his shoulder. «It costs two grand. If you fuck yourself up, I'm not getting it back.»
This argument convinced Krylov. The two grand figure made an impression. Krylov's activities outside the house now tended to be commercial. He and his buddies, wearing loose Chinese-made Adidas sweats, shoplifted on a small scale from «their» supermarket, the Oriental, keeping cheeky outsiders off their territory. They prospected at Matrosov Square, formerly Haymarket, where the river lay on the sand like a woman on a sheet, and under the sand, in the black, foul-smelling muck that used to be cleaned off the bottom by the municipal cleaners, they'd find different coins, gold ones even, the size of a Soviet kopek, with a two-headed eagle the size of a gnat. Soon teen Krylov's mind had come up with something like virtual bookkeeping. A parachute was two grand. A used PC — two hundred fifty. The new World Coins catalog — fifty-four. A headlamp for crawling through the vaulted shallow underground mines — eight hundred rubles. A sturdy Polish knapsack — four hundred fifty. Not all — or even many — of his dreams could come true. Teen Krylov adjusted to jumping from the Toadstool in his dreams. As he drifted off, his URL was a specific array of sensations — in particular, the image of a balloon being borne off, which tuned every nerve in his body to the four hundred meters of altitude, at which point the balloon reminded him of an astronaut stepping out for a space-walk. Not always, but often Krylov reached a state where everything was swaying, tossing, whistling. As in real life the clouds' wet shadows floated deep in the golden abyss and were greedily collected by the city blocks, the way water collects pieces of sugar, but the Toadstool's harsh shadow wouldn't dissolve — which made it hard to accept himself as a dot on the rim of a broken hat of shadows or on the crest of a small brown roof. In his dreams, Krylov broke away from the concrete by making a special effort with his tensed diaphragm; immediately, his ears and head felt like a jammed receiver, and the insane air slipping into his mouth fluttered his puffed out cheeks from the inside like tattered banners. After losing himself like a dot on the bottom of a prettier, livelier abyss, Krylov had an unbearably sharp presentiment of merging with himself as he hurtled down, like a crazed motorcyclist — but the paradisiacal two-thousand-dollar parachute on his back just wouldn't open, so he had to dissolve in the wind as quickly as possible and without a trace, which Krylov set about doing quite practically, surrendering utterly to the logic of his dream and its vibrating, vanishing words.
When he started earning some money, teen Krylov felt more grown up than he really was. He'd been through all the trivial agonies of a self-centered young oaf with a laughable father (by this time his father had become a toadying chauffeur for a piss-ugly boss and was driving a Mercedes, just like he'd always wanted), and things got much easier for him with his parents. His silence in response to their helpless cries now seemed perfectly natural, and from time to time he would even leave his school report in the kitchen, by way of impersonal information, a perfectly proper school report with good marks. Studying came easy to Krylov, it was as if there was no science at all. Everything bubbled up and evaporated, like steam: quadratic equations, English verb tenses, and Einstein's definitions, which were in some way like Krylov's dreams. What was worse was that his parents' mere presence kept Krylov from having a good read. They obviously suspected him of hiding a porno magazine under his algebra textbook, not a Frederic Paul novel. All in all, relations between teen Krylov and his parents consisted of endless suspicions. Imagining what they were imagining while they waited up for their sonny boy at night under their stupid kitchen lamp, Krylov admitted that no matter how hard he tried he could never be as bad as those two, who had once conspired to give birth to him, thought he was. Looking at them, dressed at home in identical old jeans with saggy butts, which looked like identical shopping bags, Krylov could more readily have believed that he'd been conceived in a test tube. Even more, he could not imagine why they'd needed to do it. He was perfectly well informed about where children come from, and he had enjoyed the favors of Ritka and Svetka — two sisters one year apart who never said no and who had coarse kissers and soft asses that afterward got hot spots on them that blossomed like roses. Krylov could not possibly imagine his mother and father getting it together to have him; if any sound ever reached him at night from their dark, gloomily smelly bedroom, then it was nothing but the unending family opera.
In short, his parents believed that Krylov committed all the crimes in their neighborhood, just as in the past common people thought that Lenin had invented the electric bulb and Stalin everything else. The image created by his parents' imagination coincided with Ritka and Svetka's ideal — someone to share, like all their boyfriends and their cheap dresses with golden sparkles and puff paint designs. They pictured this ideal as a tough guy who saw life as having control over everything that moved, and who was controlled in turn by a benign papa-thug, whose thick shaved neck looked like a cold meat patty with a layer of white fat and who sported a gold chain as chunky as a tractor tire. All the guys — from the clean-shaven lookout, whom Krylov had only seen from behind, to puny Genchik, famous for his ability to send his bubbly spit flying several meters — possessed a common quality: a nauseating «soulfulness». They took serious offense if something seemed amiss to them — and some fuzzy-eyed jerk with a head no more complexly constructed than a gearbox could for some reason remember a guy and chase him like a jackrabbit, becoming the ubiquitous godling of their home courtyards and garages as far as his victim was concerned.
These tattooed punks horsed around for a long time before installing their own general at the Oriental — Krylov's classmate, Lekha Terentiev, who'd repeated two grades and whose concave forehead and thick-lipped smirk, hanging as it were from his left ear, provoked a rush of malicious energy in Krylov, an urge to crush not only Lekha but the store he'd taken over as well. Actually, Lekha himself, being both curious and clumsy, had overturned a rack of housewares, and as a result of the crash the unfamiliar object that had caught his eye was buried under a heap ofenameled cookware and detergents gurgling in plastic squeeze bottles, a heap that looked like ruins of antiquity. Ever since, the general, rather than working personally, had just shot the breeze with the guard while the guys, shielding each other from the TV eye, lifted the expensive compacts and perfumes he'd told them to get. Ritka and Svetka worshipped Lekha and marked his presence with the highest sign of respect — silence — which made their little mouths look like lipstick-smeared baby belly buttons. Krylov was all set to fight him for the business. Out of pure rage he beat up that big lug Lekha in the boys room at school and somehow managed to stick this unzipped hulk under the sink with his head right under a wet pipe, where his head got stuck in an unnatural position, making a gurgling noise. After they freed Lekha's head by pouring vegetable oil over it and his paws grabbed onto the parallel legs of the girl mathematician who'd rescued him, when he'd worked himself free, centimeter by centimeter, and sat down, making strange movements as if he'd suddenly landed in a full bathtub, Krylov actually felt guilty at the sight of Lekha's tears smeared over his dirty, oily cheeks.
Lekha wasn't long in being avenged, though, they made it hot for Krylov. After that chat with the gang (the victim's sneer had drifted even farther back toward his ear, as if after rubbing against the pipe it just wouldn't go back in place), Krylov's teeth were wobbly and salty for a long time, and his ribs on the right side felt like they had current running through them so that he couldn't take a deep breath. It became perfectly clear to him that mixing with tattoos cost too much. The gang was a freak of nature, a genetic phenomenon, and occasionally, when he watched the tiniest residents of the courtyard banging their toys on the bench and running away in their flannel booties from their pale mothers mincing after them, Krylov would suddenly catch a glimpse of their future man — as if marked from birth by some secret sulkiness, a concavity in his hard forehead, the corporeal weight of his raw being.
Because of Lekha, Krylov lost a substantial portion of his income — which he didn't regret particularly as the romance of the supermarket, with its standard Chinese-Turkish assortment, had lost its allure by then. On the other hand, he had other interesting occupations the thugs couldn't touch. The thugs, whose main output was the physiological terror they produced in people, themselves went around full of that terror, like jugs, up to their ears in it — and so were incapable of pure pointless risk. All of them, striving for outward gang unity, were copies without an original — without the ideal that Krylov's parents had glimpsed and that Ritka and Svetka had seen in their maidenly Siamese dreams. Krylov didn't want to be a copy, even of someone or something that actually existed.
Nor did he want to resent the world that lay before him like one big amusement park. In order to achieve this in his relations with the world he had worked out and followed his own rules of equilibrium. For instance, if some collector ripped off Krylov for a rare Soviet twenty, then Krylov, in turn, would rip off someone else, but only one someone, and not necessarily the same someone. What was important here was keeping it impersonal; the owner of a major collection of Soviet coins could hang out right there, where the deals went down, but Krylov wouldn't come near him. Instead, he would carelessly show a worn prewar lat to a snippety old lady with a puffy powdered face who looked like an owl-moth and who had shown up for no one knew what dividend, and when he'd made an unfair deal would feel perfectly satisfied. Teen Krylov didn't want to hold on to anything extra — not insults, not the memory of all the people who had come and gone. He was like an ecologically pure apparatus that returns to the environment precisely what it takes in. He thought that by maintaining this equilibrium he was in some magical way protecting the world from collapse, maintaining its substance. If someone lifted a book from his bag, he'd take one from a bookstall or the school library; if someone didn't return the head-lamp he'd lent, he wouldn't buy another, he'd pinch one from a subway construction worker, crawling through the gaps in the patched link fence behind which the dusty excavation site sputtered and boomed. For himself, Krylov made no distinction between the people who insulted him and the people who suffered at his hands, especially since many of those remained unknown to him. The «me versus everyone else» correlation was, of course, unequal, as it would be for anyone, not just a guy from the crummy projects who had the slimmest of social chances; but Krylov had no wish to admit any inequality.
* * *
In search of adventure for his own pathetic ass, teen Krylov tried to grasp the character of his new northern homeland, the essence of true Ural-ness. As in any Babylonian-type city, four-fifths settled by outsiders, refugees, ex-convicts, and the graduates of thirty or so functioning colleges, natives of the Urals' capital were in the minority. The city, by taking people in, had subsumed carbon copies of all the geographically proximate towns and urban settlements — in some instances copies bigger than their original size. Plus it exchanged bureaucratic elites with an ever-watchful Moscow, as a result of which its low-slung architectural landmarks changed hands and were repainted more often than the pale landscape could withstand. Given this spontaneous growth of the inhabited environment it was hard to understand what the city's primordial territory, the expression and symbol of the Ural spirit, actually was. Especially since the city itself originally had not been inclined to create a center. The old merchant mansions adorned with thick cast iron lace on front balconies the size of beds had been put up without any consideration for the style of their neighbors, as if they had no neighbors at all in fact. It looked as if the willful prospector, in erecting his beloved monstrosity, had known for certain that it would outlast the surrounding structures, which the beauty of his mansion had already eclipsed. In short, the old part of town didn't have a basic notion of its simultaneous existence. The city administration, experiencing a natural need for a proper center, responded by razing decayed mansions and putting up new housing that combined the idea of a barracks and a Petrine Monplaisir. The Uralers were offered a choice of symbols: the open-air geology museum, where the big chunks of jasper flushed out by the dam reminded him of pieces of stone meat shot through with quartz veins; a life-size model of a locomotive, invented here, that looked like a meat grinder; or the monument to the city's two founders, who stood in their stony German garb, their identical polished faces turned toward the black dam tunnel and waterfall, above which some hotshot, one of the ones who liked to dangle his legs over the abyss, had written in bright white waterproof paint: «There is no God.»
In reality, the true symbol and expression of the Ural spirit was the bluish Toadstool that loomed over the city, the largest of those irrational structures that seemed to have arisen purely to arouse the Uralers' principal instinct, which you might say was the instinct to climb something just because it was there, to conquer what you weren't supposed to, or, even better, were forbidden to. There was a special connection here. The place was a physical password to which any Uraler deep down had a ready response. The Uraler's world was patently nonhorizontal — like an insect's, in this sense. The Toadstool was their cult, and for the town's teens, it was an ant trail to heaven. Grown-up guys would climb, with God's blessing, 8,000-meter Himalayas, they would organize international (with only melancholy Finns participating) competitions for climbing the red sausage-like Ural pines, and schedule insane rallies on forest roads, which were nothing but raw steepness with boulders jutting out, and also winter motorcycle races down the frozen river, which involved scooting nimbly under the vaults of the Tsar Bridge, which looked like iced-over runny nostrils. Though what they were doing was much worthier of punks, the grown-up Uralers nonetheless took it quite seriously — maybe because they held on inside to something solid, some cold, crystalline filler. Teen Krylov figured out early on that a true Uralers' soul possesses the quality of transparency: you could see straight through it but never get inside.
Soon he had a similar formation in his own chest — an accumulation of the tiny spots and fissures of insult from his earliest youth that he could no longer return to his environment. Krylov learned that when something irreparable happens, then at first it's interesting, like finding yourself in a movie. That's how it was when his father drank his boss's whiskey and drove the Mercedes into a silly but solid billboard. He was trapped by the air bags and got off with literally a scratch, whereas his boss had half his skull ripped off by a post that rammed through the car, and his hairless scalp lay there on the back seat, like a scrap from a torn ball. Although the accident was the fault of a Moskvich that was never found and that skidded and clipped a line of cars (there were plenty of reckless drivers among ordinary engineers driving rusty old wrecks, and not only among the new rich, on the Ural roads), his father, as a consequence of the deceased's stature and the alcohol he'd drunk, was put behind bars. Krylov saw him for the last time in the courtroom and fixed in his memory his small, focused eyebrows and his patient pose of an ice fisherman. After that his father went away in a convoy and never came back, honestly serving out his four years but, like many in his situation, making his escape from reality.
The splendid Toadstool's dramatic demise made a much bigger impression on Krylov. Despite the special qualities of the reinforced concrete used in it, the 400-meter tower had deteriorated so badly it was unsafe. Meanwhile, there was absolutely nowhere to drop it. During the years the Toadstool had adorned the low-slung Ural skies, around it were built, first, your standard nine-story apartment blocks and then prestigious red-brick housing complexes, and on the most dangerous, almost always windy side, there was a shopping mall that looked like an enormous greenhouse. Delay threatened calamity, though, such as the Emergency Administration had never seen. One fine summer noted for its mighty white rains, which rumbled in the drain pipes like anchor chains, the municipal administration summoned the will and the means and gave the go-ahead. Naturally, the Toadstool remained standing over the city all the next winter, sparkling like sugar and leading Uralers into temptation to climb it with amateur radio stations and drag a battery up for their broadcasting needs. Prices for suburban real estate went up and down, and insider realtors close to the mayor's office made a tidy sum.
The following summer, which, unlike the previous year's, was so dry that the town stream turned into a coffee-like muck, military specialists took over the Toadstool. They spent two months evacuating the nearby blocks, which came to resemble a Martian city where dusty dogs ran in packs, while blasters drilled holes in the concrete, spread cables, and replaced the explosives looted the previous year. On D-day it became obvious that these were pros at work: the air in town shuddered, and the Toadstool turned into a neat pile of dust, like a candle that had burned up very quickly, plunging, halfway to the ground, into rising clouds of solid ash. Where it had just been, a blinding spot formed on the thin and cloudy amalgam. Even when the cumulus dust, thinning and translucent, rose to almost the full height of the vanished tower, the lambency didn't disappear; the dusty specter of a fatter Toadstool lingered in the air for several days, settling on the wan leaves and broken glass that crunched under the feet of the returned inhabitants and sobbed under the janitors' brooms, forming fragile, layered piles of trash. Afterward, whenever the dust came up, it was like a faint impression being powdered in the air, or if the sun came out from behind a cloud at an unusual angle, the tower became visible; people saw it in a thick snowfall, as if it had washed the violet shadow with soap. Lots of Uralers had trouble believing they'd ever physically been there, where now the wind roamed freely; drifting off to sleep with this thought, the punks and even college students who already shaved their soft beards flew in their dreams. Maybe it was thanks to the Toadstool phenomenon that young Krylov — who at the time of the explosion was studying in the history department and almost nightly took himself up with a heavy breast-stroke into the inauthentic air to see the abyss turning beneath him, like a foggy dial — kept growing until he was twenty-five and had markedly exceeded the genetic limit set by his parents.
* * *
The Ural Mountains, windswept and blanketed by smoke that passes through hundreds of gradations of gray, look like decorative park ruins. There's nothing for a painter to do amid this readymade lithic beauty. Every landscape, no matter where you look, already has its composition and basic colors, a characteristic correlation of parts that combine into a simple and recognizable Urals logo. The picturesqueness of the Ural Mountains seems intentional. Horizontals of gray boulders green with lichen and softened by slippery pillows of rusty needles are intersected by verticals of pines huddled in tight groups, and like everything in the landscape, they avoid simplistic uniformity; overall it seems to have been constructed according to the laws of the classic opera stage, with its unwieldy sets and choristers facing the parterre. The Urals' waters are also distributed for picturesque effect. Some streams, poisoned by industry, have the workaday appearance of a pipeline accident, but others have retained the architect's intent. Their banks, as a rule, are cliffs; the dark and fissured layers of slate look like stacks of printing spoilage whose dark layers probably contain illustrations; the pink-spotted cliffs seem stuck with pieces of cellophane; their pebbles, which retain as one the idea of a cube, pour abundantly from the fissures. Each bend in a stream reveals new likenesses of what was just seen, which is why the banks seem to be moving rather than the water, which itself seems to be straining to retain the reflection of the sky and the silvered clouds. The sky reflected in Ural waters is much bluer than it is in reality; this is because of the summer's northern chill that even on hot days can make itself felt in a gust of wind, in the vicinity of a deeply frozen bedrock. Gentle lizards bask on the heat-retaining outcroppings of gold-laden quartz; these are the Uraler's friends, living pointers to subterranean riches. The same is true of the grass-snakes and tiny dark vipers resting among the cliffs in shiny ringlets; at the slightest disturbance one will tense like an arrow against a bow-string, but usually they slither away peaceably into a stone crack, leaving behind a light rustling in the bitter green grass.
The lakes in the Urals are many and huge. Their large, amazingly empty, glassy surface serves as a mirror not so much for material objects as for the weather. The slightest changes in the atmosphere are reflected there as incorporeal images with no counterpart on the shores, melting into dark oil and becoming solid at some indeterminate point. Often you can't see the boundary between water and land. At times the atmospheric specters are not just reflected but seen above lake surface quite distinctly. This Martian television is best observed from high up, where the boats near the cottage shore look like seed husks. Some lakes are stunningly clear: at a perfectly still midday, the sun-net on the sloping bottom achieves the perfection of gilt on porcelain; the fisherman in his sun-warmed flatboat, smelling of fish soup, sees through his own shadow the distant clump of bait and the dark backs of the large perch eager to taste it. On the Urals' bounteous southern reaches, where the homely forest strawberry, with fruit like nodules but amazingly aromatic, grows and the garden strawberry sometimes gets as big as a carrot, the lakes take up even more of the beautiful scenery. Looking down, you can't always tell what there's more of in front of you — water or land; they envelop each other, blend into each other. There are islands all over; one, like a cup, will hold another irregular oval of shining water, though this is not a part of the mother water world but its own internal lake, fed by its own springs, and inside it is yet another little island: a decorative cliff with a scattering of pebbles, looking like a broken piggy bank. From the cliff leading to the edge of a neck of land, circles of water, land, and stone seem once again to spread out over the entire expansive breadth; the place erases the boundary, the distinction between the named geographical location and the unnamed specific object — like the burly birch on the very smallest island whose stiff little leaves shimmer in the wind as if it were adorned, to supplement its own weeping mane, by tinsel-rain.
The Ural range is undoubtedly situated in one of those enigmatic regions where the landscape has a direct effect on minds. For the true Uraler, the land is rock, not soil. Here, he is the possessor of a prof ound — in the literal and figurative sense of the word — geologically grounded truth. At the same time his land is also fruitful. Just as the inhabitant of Central Russia goes out «to nature» to pick berries and mushrooms, so the Uraler drives his old jalopy out looking for gems; to him, a place without deposits and veins makes no sense. Far from everyone who grows up in the Urals later joins the community of rock hounds — gem miners without a license who, while having other professions, often intellectual ones, in town, structure their budgets around their illegal endeavors, which spill over into a passion. However, virtually every Ural schoolboy goes through a collecting phase; it's the rare family whose attic isn't strewn with fused cobbles and malachite scales covered with black oxides, quartz druses that look like the city's spring ice, and polished chips of all the commonly found gemstones.
Meanwhile, the Urals' subterranean riches are no longer what they once were. Everywhere they go on the territory of known deposits, professional rock hounds and even tourists stumble across old mining pits. These might be flat holes long since grown over with wet bracken and made impassible by wooly-leaved wild raspberries; only the experienced eye would discern the prospecting holes that date back to his great-grandfathers' day. Sometimes a hole in the ground that looks like an old man's toothless, sunken mouth leads the prospector to a mine from the century before last that looks like a buried, low hut half crushed by a rock: cold larch braces flaking with dead, time-eaten splints, varnished on top by soot from the torches that stole the miners' sweet subterranean oxygen, and noises that emanate from the darkness exactly as if someone were scuffling over the damp grainy stone. Sometimes the mine is located not in a remote mountain corner but on the edge of a potato field where a small tractor jolts around. It's a common occurrence: from the substrate leading to the prosaic collective gardens, another diverges, a little fainter, and quickly climbs the slope, and from the slope a view opens out onto an old surface mine that surrounds, bezel-like, a strangely harmonious volume of air, like a tear of nothingness. You can't tell right away that the surface mine is filled to a certain level with water. You can't see the water. The reflection of the quartz walls, one of them burning in the hot noonday and the other icy, is so detailed and perfect that your eye doesn't catch where the real cliff leaves off and its reflection begins. This marvelous symmetry is accomplished by the mirrored image of the reflected sky with the dots of birches leaning into it. You have to descend into the surface mine down a well-trodden, rustling path, one hand touching the wall that rises by your temple; sometimes a flat pink stone comes out in your hand like a book from a shelf, and when you throw it down, a raw, pipy sound leaps up. Only from the fat watery circles do you discover where you shouldn't step; the water, like clay on a potter's wheel, really seems to be trying to turn into a vessel. This doesn't happen, though. Slowly, almost infinitely, the disturbed perfection is restored — and suddenly the moment comes when the water disappears again literally beneath your feet. Once again the viewer is left with a stunning void where the mountain was taken out. The sunny wall, amazingly vivid and finely detailed, seems lit from below by powerful electricity, and the sugar vein in it sparks.
Virtually everything that could be extracted from the top has been. The Urals' surface has been depleted. The same can be said of the surface of the Urals' natural beauty. The nature logos that make it so easy to assemble the components of a recognizable landscape on canvas have always encouraged amateur rather than professional painters. Realism, be it a method of art or — more broadly — a way of thinking, has here been a characteristic of fundamentally superficial people, well-intentioned dilettantes who take the use of ready-made forms for a type of patriotism. In this sense, the Urals proved cunning. From the very beginning there has been all the ready-made material you could want. As a result, there came to be a specific stratum of artists, poet-songwriters, collectors, and ethnologists who were seized by splendid impulses. These serious-minded guys, who were old by the time they were thirty, wearing sardine-colored jackets and carrying various membership cards in their inside pockets, had the vague feeling that something was expected of them by all this stone and industrial might, the loaded sky above it that kept transporting tons and tons of clouds without end — but they never got past the surface, which seemed to satisfy the demands for artistry and Ural distinctiveness.
When an ecological crisis came that was as real as can be, it became clear that the true Uraler's thinking was fantastic thinking. The farther from the soil, the better! It turned out that an anchorite living in some Lower Talda and studying Sanskrit expressed the essence of his little homeland more accurately than the peony-ruddy composer of songs for folk chorus.
The authorities' pet idea was to restore the monastery where for the last forty years there had been a colony for juvenile delinquents. From a distance, the monastery looked like a huge dirty snowdrift that had settled. Close up you noticed the torn barbed wire and prison lamps in smashed cases that looked like its iron fruit. With the priest's blessing they began to build. For starters they razed the long barracks on the monastery territory and dragged off (to be carted away later to the dump) the rotting boards with the rusty nails poking out, which called to mind the remains of exhumed coffins, scraps of painted tin, and pieces of brick. Immediately after, an unprecedented fire broke out in the shantytown adjoining the monastery. That fateful night the fire flew, fanned by the wind, and the water thrown on it flew from the pails and troughs and turned into a hot exhale, as from a drunk's maw after a swallow of vodka. The black huts, sluiced from low-power hoses, squealed when they caught fire, and their pink frames collapsed with a hot rustle. In the morning, the surviving trees looked like bathhouse besoms, and in the ashes, amid the disintegrating wooden flesh, still red under the ash, the people wandered, digging their incinerated property out of the coals with sticks. Now another concern was tacked onto the authorities' list. With no hope, however, of a free hotel room, the locals dragged off the barracks' remains and in record time knocked together more shacks. After that, no matter how many subsidies were issued from the top, the population categorically drank them up, continuing to live in what they'd taken from the prison; even the barbed wire had a practical use: they wound it around their rather shaky constructions for stability, which made some of the huts, with their tiny skewed windows, look like hives being swarmed by iron bees. Financially, the shantytown and monastery became communicating vessels. It would have been awkward to finish building a church when right outside its walls all lay in ruin and ash. Bent old women cooked food in the hissing, smoking cracks of stove carcasses, and not far away, in the papery shade of desiccated birches, erstwhile breadwinners lounged on bare iron cots; the men themselves looked like bundles of salvaged but useless property. And this whole outrage was photographed by opposition journalists. By way of lowering the general level in their communicating vessels as much as possible, the burned-out residents dedicatedly stole everything that wasn't nailed down: sacks of cement, paint, work gloves. The unstable equilibrium, supported by two comparatively identical streams of financial infusions, threatened to turn into a catastrophe at any moment.

All this had very little to do with the spiritual life of a Uraler, who put candles, by the way, in front of popular icons and during the Blessing of the Water at Epiphany readily took a dip in a moonlit ice-hole whose solid ice grabbed his wet soles like strong glue. No matter how far from his ordinary place and life a Uraler's intellectual interests strayed (many rock hounds, in the licit part of their lives, worked in space research and defense), he knew that the veins of ore and gems were the rock roots of his consciousness. The world of mountain spirits where the Uraler has always resided is a pagan world. It includes, specifically, UFOs three to fifteen meters in diameter whose movements through the air look like the bobbing of a spindle, as well as the silky green quasi-men that outsiders take for aliens. In fact, these are the locals: practical reptiles guarding semi-precious lenses. From time to time, prospectors get to see the Great Snake. This subterranean snake with the head of a gigantic old man looks like something straight out of Ruslan and Ludmila — except that the Great Snake's head is bald, with dark, burnished spots; his lips are mottled and fleshy, too, and he has a broken nose the size and shape of a boot. The Great Snake travels underground as if it were underwater. His body, stretching out in rings in front of the dumb-struck prospector, looks like a stream of thundering gravel being dumped from the back of a truck: dust rises, whitened bushes stir, the ground turns gray in spots, forming a wrinkly trench — and it is along this trench that one should search for the alluvial and vein gold that royally fills the prospector's ruined trousers.
Sometimes a mountain spirit is hard to tell from a human. The Stone Maiden, also known as the Mistress of the Mountains, looks nothing like the beautiful actress in the fake blue eyelashes and green headdress who represents the Mistress in the matinees at the local drama theater. The Stone Maiden can appear to a rock hound in the most ordinary guise, for instance, as a middle-aged lady vacationer stained with berries, besieged by mosquitoes, and carrying a pail of cucumbers; or like the woman at the train station snack bar, with her starched tower of bleached hair and puffy, yearning eyes; or like a fifteen-year-old girl who has a breeze flying down the neck of her loose t-shirt as she bends over and works the pedals of her rickety bike. The Stone Maiden doesn't keep just to the remote parts of the forest and mountains. She's no beast. She feels perfectly free to appear in the city with its four million inhabitants, which is standing without realizing it on mighty knobs of malachite, like a subterranean cabbage field, and on fat gold in ribbed quartz.
In the narrow eddies of the urban population the Stone Maiden is recognized only by whoever she has come to see. Suddenly, at the sight of a perfectly unremarkable woman, the rock hound's soul is strangely magnetized. Suddenly, unfamiliar features and gestures compose themselves into a dear and desired face, and to the atheist it seems as if literally before his very eyes, out of ordinary matter, of which there is so much in a crowd, God has created for him a unique and miraculous being, as if he has been presented with obvious proof of man's creation by divine sleight-of-hand. And the bearded fool can't stop himself from making a bee-line for the stranger, who is filled with inexpressible fascination, who serves as proof of his uniqueness among all other men, and who everyone else around him is prepared to reject.
It's not true that the Mistress of the Mountains needs stone-cutting skill from a man. In reality, she, like any woman, needs love, but it must be real love of that special and genuine composition whose formula no one has ever been given. Any feeling has shadowy parts, sometimes it itself is a shadow. Lacking any basis for comparison or real expertise, the Stone Maiden's chosen one feels he has been granted much more than ever before. Doubts lay intersecting wrinkles on the chosen one's face, and the life lines that the ordinary man sees in his palm and in some sense holds in his hand appear on his brow. The subject alternatively does and does not believe in the authenticity of his own emotion; on a disturbing night, when his girlfriend's perfectly still body suddenly gets very heavy in her sleep and crushes her half of the bed, like a toppled statue, it occurs to the man that it would be easier to rip open his own belly than to open up and check on his own soul — at least the former is physically possible. Suicide over a happy love, over a fully reciprocated feeling, is not such a rarity in the Ural capital. If you dig in the police files, you'll find quite a few puzzling instances of suicide, when the deceased was found with a blissful smile on his petrified lips — that is, his mouth had literally turned into a mineral, into a hard stone flower, lying there as an eternal adornment on his sunken face. Somewhere nearby, in an obvious spot, there was a neat white document accompanying the deceased and lying parallel to the lines of the furniture and room — his suicide note, addressed to a woman and consisting for the most part of mediocre verse. She whom the suicide addressed had vanished completely, as if she had fallen straight through the earth. Descriptions of her, related by the deceased's family and neighbors, proved so contradictory that it was a wonder how the powerful optics of their collective — and now even greater — dislike had distorted the suspect.
Sometimes, though, a Uraler would survive an encounter with the Stone Maiden. Never again did a man like that venture beyond the city limits or have anything to do with the gem business, and according to rumors he couldn't see himself in mirrors, as a result of which he lost his feeling of self and would restlessly finger his own face, squeezing the solid parts hard and grabbing the soft flesh into thick folds. Whenever anyone addressed him, the poor man would immediately get distracted with verifying his own presence and the presence on his person of appropriate clothing. The pause, which was accompanied by a survey of his buttons and a bow to his own trousers, was brief but so unpleasant to his interlocutor that a former rock hound who sincerely promised himself to henceforth lead only an ordinary, licit life could never get a career going at all. In individual cases, the Stone Maiden's lover would run off with his girlfriend, taking none of his possessions along, and laying out his money — sometimes wads of dollars in rubber bands — neatly in that same obvious place where his last letter would have lain had he killed himself. Experienced cops who had studied the m.o. of these kinds of disappearances called this the «post office.»

Like any real Uraler, at the appropriate time young Krylov took off into the mountains. He came to know what it was like to hike with a knapsack that gets heavier with every kilometer and smells more and more of canvas and sweat, exactly as if you were carrying an extra body of your own on your back. He found out what it was like to hammer test holes using someone's great-grandfather's chisels and hammers, and then chop the cold chunks up in the sun, with stone chips flying like sharp stars. Young Krylov had some minor success as well: at home he assembled the standard assortment of samples wrapped in newspaper, and he even managed to sell a few pieces. He had one good find in the old tailings of an emerald mine that had been bought up whole by some Russian-Japanese firm and was lazily guarded by porky he-men in jigsaw-puzzle camouflage.
Krylov had the good fortune to dig up eight intact six-faceted bottles stuck in the ore, and in their white and green veins he was thrilled to glimpse live zones of transparency. The impression created was so strong that even while fleeing from the rangers through the booming pine forest, which resounded with their yelling and shooting, like an iron fence struck by a stick, Krylov continued to feel exaltation at this transparent substance.
It didn't take him long to realize that his luck was pretty poor, worse than average, and the industry, though it didn't reject him altogether, would never feed him. It wasn't that he'd had no encounters with the mountain spirits, either. Like many others, he'd had occasion to see lesser phenomena in campfires, when the fire, after crumbling the fragile blazing coals like wafers, suddenly seemed to rear up on tiptoe and start dancing, turning the team's faces into a flickering movie. Later, in the ash-gray fire ring, they would find characteristic «bruises»: solid patches of dark purple from which experienced prospectors found gold-bearing sand within a twenty-meter radius. Once, Krylov even observed a flying saucer — not such a rarity really: something elliptical literally galloped across the night sky covered with a thin ripple of soapy clouds, and then disappeared behind a high-tension tower, drowning in the tower's luminance like a spoon in cream. But even apart from what the spirits did, among the rock hounds, Krylov felt like he belonged.
There was something of the little boy — more infantile than his student years would lead you to expect — about the way he latched onto those tough but good-natured afficionados who in their collective subconscious clung to the notion that only someone who has a conscience gets a gem. The secretive, quick-off-the-mark rock hounds found a modus vivendi that threaded between the authorities and the thugs without yielding to the economic attraction of either side. The authorities, focused on the big picture, preferred to turn a blind eye to small-time evil and even permitted one modest private firm to organize monthly mineral shows — whose true turnover might have amazed the tax collectors — at a House of Culture on the edge of town. In turn, the thugs, with their limited, stubby nerves, which were too small and short, like a teenager's clothing, nonetheless had an inkling that somewhere in the forest lay real, unearthed money. This, of course, made the thugs sit up: they had divided up turf with their fists down to the very last stall and suddenly discovered around them an irritatingly inaccessible terra incognita. But even they, with their identical heads as tough and hard as boxing gloves, realized that no matter how many times they descended upon nature, which scared them with its cold uniformity in all four directions, they weren't going to find any gems. The few attempts to put the business under their control ended in failure. The rock hounds wouldn't subscribe to any of the extortion schemes the thugs understood, and the most zealous seller of protection, the ferocious general called the Wheel, was discovered one day beneath a prominent pine that looked like a hanger dangling wet winter caps, right at the cross-over from the Northern tract — without any traces of violence but without any signs of life, either. The autopsy showed that the small heart under his uninjured ribs had literally split in two, like an apricot. The perpetrators, naturally, were never found.
Krylov was drawn to the rock hounds. He realized that the gap between the millstones that ground the electorate into an endless stream off lour had to be defended not only by an economic conspiracy but also by a sustained spiritual effort, a constant churning of energy in the shared inner space and personal dues paid to the corporate moral capital. When he joined the rock hounds, Krylov for the first time in his life felt that he was joining something that was already in place. For a while at least he could simply be without taking responsibility for the perimeter of this strict little world of men. At the same time, Krylov observed substantial differences among the rock hounds. One man, for the sake of a single find, would process a full measure of stone and subsoil to the point that at night, eyes shut, he would still see the shovel taking dig after endless dig, letting the dark clumps fan out as they fell; another could pass through a ditch someone had labored over like a slave and then abandoned, kick over a scratched rock that was sending him mysterious signals, and discover a crystal of enviable purity.
Krylov realized, of course, that he would never be like these men, and that his place in rock hunting was always going to be well down the ladder. At the same time, something told Krylov that in fact he had landed right where he needed to be. He was very important to the community. He just didn't know yet in what way.
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THE WOMEN AND THE SHOEMAKERS

«Of course he will,» said the chemist, clicking his tongue.
«Parties in restaurants, masked balls, champagne. He'll have the time of his life, believe me.»
«But I'm sure he won't be led astray,» Charles objected.
(Flaubert, Madame Bovary)

Our idea of the literary hero is quite different today from that of earlier times. For writers then it implied above all deviation from the norm, hostility to society, even to a pathological extent. Their heroes were strange, unusual people, maniacally obsessed, out of place in real life, doomed to heroism.
«The poor creature should have bought herself a sewing machine!» a sympathetic reader once said of Madame Bovary in a mixture of real life and fantasy. To which her more sophisticated companion replied: «Then she wouldn't have been the heroine of the novel.»
Does this mean then that being a hero involves the destruction of life as a natural order of things; that the author is bound to cripple a perfectly adequate existence, that the novel is, in fact, a mutilated life resplendent with gaping mortal wounds?
What would have happened to Flaubert's novel if Emma Bovary had in fact ignored the author, refused to give herself up to carnal passion, and bought a sewing machine instead?
And could we possibly imagine a heroine, or simply a protagonist, to whom nothing very much has ever happened? Caught fast in a cocoon-like quiet equanimity, she has never been truely happy, although real misfortunes have passed her by. Her service, if she can be said to have performed one, could only be that she represents the norm with which true heroes clash, a wall to bang their heads against interminably, or, you might say, the amorphous grey anonymity that provides a background for them. To serve, just serve, to have no meaning, to stand in the common ranks, to assert nothing, to deny nothing, to keep out of the big picture, never to speak on a platform or lead anyone into battle — the most ordinary existence, which can hardly be to anyone's credit.

Our heroine lived in an old wooden house with aspidistras but no running water, her small daughter, her husband and her elderly mother-in-law. The girl's father, heroine's husband and mother-in-law's son was a thick-set lecher, who would make a pass at any woman, even the ones in calico overalls who swept up leaves at the steam-baths. His cheerful nonchalance suggested that he viewed this existence as the norm, the natural order of things. His mother and wife would wait patiently throughout his long absences, and it is quite possible that their life would have continued in this pattern of enforced waiting and joyless meetings, had he not one day, in a blind moment induced by a rather special woman, thrown his wife out of the house and given her a parting smack on the backside to boot.
He hadn't meant to insult her, just whacked her like a ball — clear off, you're in the way. Yet strangely enough, this slap, which was not a serious blow, just a token, so to say, became a kind of «moment of truth» for our heroine, as if the curtain had been raised prematurely revealing the naked hulk of an unfinished stage-set on which the beauty of life was to be played out. She was not afraid of the bare wooden crossbeams still smelling of pine, the mechanism of the intersecting joints, cogwheels, hooks, blocks, ropes and pulleys suddenly exposed to view, but gone suddenly and forever was the young girl's dreaminess with its fragile wings, the blind trust in life and expectation of surprises. All that remained was the way she walked, which made people behind her call «Hey, miss!» then apologise «Sorry, madam» when they caught sight of her face.
Two years went by. The mother-in-law was allocated an apartment with running water in place of the old wooden house, took the aspidistras with her and found her daughter-in-law and the little girl in their hostel. They went to live with this white-haired old woman who was trying to redress the wrongs of the past, but without the husband, now enamoured and lured away by a woman with an almost masculine voice and a rudimentary beard.
They rarely left their cosy apartment with the aspidistras, bought a sewing machine with an overlock, and a tailor's dummy, and began to make leather berets, handbags, fashionable coats of long-haired wool, and even wedding dresses for which the mother-in-law made pink and cream flowers, light as puff-pastry, and long satin gloves with pointed triangular finger tips or oval ones like grapes. The old woman could never sew without showing off her stitching and pleating skills. All three of them were remarkably well dressed, and that was the only remarkable thing about them. The needle's eye had launched them into the world. Through it they saw and sensed reality. And through it, in turn, reality scrutinised them, bestowing its modest joys and blessings.
The new apartment was near a shoe factory, and the faces of the local residents bore all manner of blemishes and bruises, from a tobacco yellow to a purplish-black, in which they took pride like badges of distinction, the women even more than the men. Theirs was a tense, proud life, with ecstatic singing, raucous shouts, unruly family brawls that spilled out into the street and attracted rings of onlookers who surveyed the unsightly bloody consequences with a deferential distaste.
Among the shoemakers was an artist whose apartment was packed with unsold pictures. Quite a few people were willing to buy, swap or simply take advantage of his weaknesses and wheedle them out of him, these cruel, masterly pictures, but that wasn't how it usually turned out. For a start the artist would make his client stay for a drink in his studio, stinking of urine and tobacco, with cockroaches scuttling from behind the pictures and long, muddled conversations punctuated by belches and heavy drinking, all this in vast quantities and with the best of intentions. Then suddenly he'd turn nasty, fly into a rage and start a fight that should have ended in hugs, but did not usually get that far, because the art-lovers, unlike their author, soon capitulated.
Watching this life from the sidelines one might have thought the shoemakers had read and learnt by heart the founder of Socialist Realism and were simply acting out the script to the letter. But this was hardly the case. Most likely the founder himself had actually hit upon the bitter truth, namely the deep-seated attraction for heroic art, however shabby its attire.
The local fool Boriska was always going up to people in the street, even children and old ladies with dogs, asking them if they felt like a drink. Hearing the occasional no, he would blush and mutter in a barely audible whisper, to his own amazement, «And I never drink.»
When our heroine and the old woman decided to replace the plumbing in the bathroom and lavatory whose terrible roars and gurgles seemed to harmonise with the street noises outside, they were forced into a closer acquaintance with the shoemakers than they might have wished.
«Third floor! That'll be three grand for you, ma!» they announced, blotches glistening gleefully. In the fetching and carrying that ensued some vital parts went missing on the way, such as pipes, taps and even for some obscure reason the cistern lid, although who could possibly have wanted to pinch that. But disappear it did, in transit into the dark jungle of the shoemakers' mysterious realm.
In their innocence the women phoned the shop, which dispatched a team of young, loud-mouthed, skinhead loaders now suspected of stealing. They made short work of the crafty shoemakers, without wasting any words or any time on words.
From among the group of suddenly alert but still contemptuous shoemakers they picked out the ringleader and grabbed him by the jacket so deftly that only the collar remained forlornly embracing his scrawny neck. The snide yells of the mob ceased instantly, and they produced the missing parts, laying them silently at the victors' feet like captured banners on a public square.
Yet all the same these silenced men radiated arrogance, the superiority of tradition over upstarts and pretenders, backed by the universal cry: «Can you possibly understand, dear Sir, what it means when a man has nowhere to go?» And the founder of Socialist Realism together with many other men of letters would certainly have understood and loved them for it. And the more silent and depressed they were, the more obviously serious and important they seemed; after all it was not for nothing that the double-headed eagle, the emblem of the medieval shoemakers, survived to become the standard of a whole state. And although they never took part in opinion polls and didn't give a damn about elections, they were capable of creating a fair amount of mayhem in private life, and life as we know, is always private.
«Ladies!» cried one of the upstart loaders fervently from the porch platform as they were departing. «Fancy asking that lot to help you. They're all dickheads! Be sure to call us next time.» The women didn't know how to thank them.
In spring when everybody was dressed up to the nines like butterflies, their business was going so well that they were able to buy a plot of land and plant marrows and strawberries. But just when things were looking so good, the mother-in-law suddenly went down with flu and died shortly afterwards of complications leading to heart failure. Our heroine finished off the collar of the man's silk shirt that her mother-in-law had been making, so that every tiny stitch was as even and neat as possible. But she could not lose the sense of naked loss. It was as if she had been robbed of all her possessions at the railway station before setting off on a long journey.
When some people die the sense of loss dominates all other feelings, even long, deep feminine grief, and lingers on achingly, as a solitary street lamp destroys the peace of night with its dull glow.
At the funeral our heroine caught sight of her husband. He was peeping out from behind an enormous woman, a new one, without a beard this time, but still out of the ordinary. He had his arm respectfully round her waist and winked at her, pleased with himself as usual. The shoemakers crowded the cemetery with their usual air of self-importance. No one was going to keep them out — they knew the rules. They all stood silently around the grave with nobody to make a speech. Then out of the trees a man came forward, wiping his tears and told them the old woman had once been a care-worker at an orphanage and had helped him get up in the world. But it was obvious from his tattered coat and scruffy haircut that she had done nothing of the sort and he was as forlorn and destitute as ever. After this the rain in the cemetery seemed like the beginning of a universal deluge, and beneath its steady downpour it was irrelevant who had made or not made what of whom.
At the table when they had all warmed up, the orphan turned out to be a man in an expensive sweater with the limpid wandering eyes of a womaniser, which shifted gently from our heroine to her fifteen-year-old daughter, not looking them straight in the eye, but somewhat lower, as if approving the finish of their skin. The shoemakers behaved quite peacefully at the funeral dinner, knocking back their drinks unobtrusively, and even downing the fruit punch, little fingers crooked daintily. One of them was indignantly assuring his neighbour that he never pissed inside the house entrance. He would rather get it frost-bitten than piss in the entrance. Nobody had thought of accusing him of this so the impassioned fervour with which he kept defending himself was hard to understand.
A week after the funeral our heroine sat her daughter down at the sewing machine, and the girl pressed the pedal, singing happily like a bird, as if she had been born to it. She had no friends and seldom went out except to school and her dancing class, as if her needle eye was very narrow with no need of broader impressions, anything new or unknown, and her girlish trust in life encompassed everything she did, never demanding, always satisfied, as if it fed on air.
In lieu of payment for a satin-collared blouse, a woman they knew who worked in a marriage bureau selected some photographs of the girl from an album, added the words «Blue-eyed blonde would like to meet…» and sent it round the world. Letters began to arrive in different languages with photographs of men, shops, swimming pools and big cars. The daughter was fascinated by them and asked for some money one day to buy a dictionary. The cat also showed an interest in the box containing the gaudy sweet wrappers of this brightly coloured alien world.
To avoid paying for a lined leather jacket the marriage bureau woman offered our heroine long term credit to buy a licence for a dressmaking business and promised her two assistants and some clients. She also invited some local officials who «might be useful» to their little contract-signing celebration. Two of them left, but the third went to sleep on the sofa. They decided not to wake him up. Next morning the guest apologised and took his leave, but returned that evening and asked if he could spend the night there. Our heroine phoned the woman to find out the name of the man in the dark-blue sweater. She laughed, but told her.
Every day the mother sat sewing. The daughter came home from school, dealt with the letters and wrote some herself, glancing occasionally into the dictionary. The man in the dark-blue sweater went off and came back in the evening, amazed at himself because no one had invited him or tried to keep him. He just felt like coming back here instead of some callous place infested with the pain of unrealised hopes. He bought fish and vegetables for supper. The days passed uneventfully, without sorrow or joy, changing only the colour of the sky and the attire of the trees, but not the essence of life, which changes, if at all, slowly, imperceptibly, each change demanding a heroic effort.
One day the daughter read a letter out to her mother. «When David and I were fixing the motor bike our instruments were spread out on a newspaper. As I glanced at it and read your advertisement, I wondered if this was my fate,» the girl translated.
«He's an architect from London who lives in Cape Town. He likes it there. It's warm and sunny. Look at this!» She waved a photograph of a bronzed foreigner squinting against the background of a dazzling turquoise swimming pool. He had a kind face like a pedigree dog and was wearing linen trousers. «And that picture is by his son David.» The picture showed a horse with red wings rearing up over blue waters with a black-haired boy-rider in swimming trunks. «It's a self-portrait. He's taught the children to make model aeroplanes and to draw. Shall I write to him?»
Six months later the girl finished school, got a passport, a leaving certificate and flew off to Cape Town. Then she sent a form asking for her parents' consent to her marriage and an invitation to the wedding. She was marrying the architect.
Our heroine tracked down her husband, now living alone for some reason.
«Will you take me back?» he asked.
«Sure I will,» she agreed easily, without implying any sense of injury. «As night-watchman for the warehouse.»
He spat morosely, but all the same went to the notary's office to record his consent, peering sadly and thoughtfully through the tram window at the women outside.
A year later the daughter came back. «I can't stand it any longer. The boys drive me mad, pestering me for food and trying to scare me all the time. With a mouse or a snake. There are snakes all over the place, slithering around under the windows. If you throw a banana into the bushes it starts a real battle. Neil won't teach me to draw. He just wants to lie in bed with the shutters drawn. And it's so hot! Never any hope of winter» She opened the window, broke off an icicle and put it in her mouth laughing joyfully. «I'm pregnant! They say it's a girl, and I've promised to go back as soon as I've had the baby, otherwise he wouldn't let me go!»
Neil sent his wife some money and asked her to come home as soon as possible. He also sent several unanswered letters to his mother-in-law, which the daughter did not think to translate, so our heroine had no idea they existed.
Then a parcel arrived with a picture by David. Another self portrait on a red-winged horse, only this time the rider had no swimming trunks and his little willy was sticking up.
«He does that on purpose» the daughter confided. «They're all idiots, those kids. With them around you could never grow up.»
The girl answered the letters affectionately, thanking them, but she didn't want to go back to Cape Town and sat down at the sewing machine instead to make little caps and nappies. In the autumn she gave birth to a daughter, called Anna after her dead grandmother, and all four of them began to live together, neither happy, nor unhappy, and died as is only right and proper each in her own time without experiencing any particularly beautiful or unusual feelings, apart from a sense of gratitude that God looks after the shorn lambs and protects them from the wind, whenever he can.
Here one should probably conclude that such a life would be no good at all as the basis for a novel, because it is so poor, so unprepossessingly awkward, and certainly not made of the delicate pale saffron silk that Madame Bovary chose for her one and only ball at La Vaubyessard. And that most likely even this account of such a life would not have seen the light had it not taken place in the vicinity of the shoemakers with their folk heroism that spices the whole story like hot pepper.

NINA

Being left by her husband is bound to change a woman one way or another, to produce a kind of curvature of the emotional spine. For Nina the consequences of the divorce were a lack of trust in people that surprised even her, a fear of change and a mulish obstinacy. What is more she developed the habit of trying to keep warm by enveloping herself in heavy dressing gowns, fur jackets and shawls with tangled bobbles of wool. Wrapped up like this she would stew away like kasha in the oven, wallowing in the slow warmth, treasuring it, avoiding draughts and open doors for fear that they might bring something unpleasant.
The break-up with her ex-husband had been unpleasant, quick and shattering. A friend ran in and asked if she knew where Zhenya was. Nina replied, where he always was — away on a business trip. The friend's eyes narrowed. «Oh, no he's not. I saw him today at the bus stop with a woman.»
Nina was stunned. Although she did not confront him with it, he seemed to sense that she knew and deliberately got on her nerves by complaining every single day that he was fed nothing but fruit preserves. That she, Nina, was filling him with sticky-sweet apricot preserves. She thought he had said «killing» him. Then one day in a fury she spattered a whole jar of preserves all over the wall and he, mightily pleased with himself, went off never to be seen again. She was left with Vaska the black male rat that occasionally emerged from behind the cupboard to survey his domain, and her little daughter she had mindlessly given birth to by her fickle husband.
Mindlessly, because at the sight of intellectual men Nina lost the ability to think straight although she was well aware how equivocal and evasive they could be in their dealings with women. You could never tell what they were after, whether it was you know what or not. Yet shivers ran down her spine at the sight of owlish spectacles and carefully washed pink hands accustomed to brushing everything aside. Particularly if he was wearing a long dressing gown and had a pipe in his hand. A sight like that was enough to make her grovel at his feet slavishly grateful for she knew not what. Nina would suddenly go dumb. Her silence was actually a challenge, a call for action, but action of what sort? How could she guess what he wanted? At this point, however, she preferred not to deliberate. Instead she relied on her own obstinacy to guide her onto the true path, like the torch on a miner's forehead.
And here she was today, caught unawares like an idiot and quite unprepared. She couldn't have guessed from the telephone call that he would be like this. Instead of her pleated dress she was wearing an old green sweater with a wooden pipe-shaped ornament. And there he stood in his glasses, beret and casually belted raincoat. While he was looking through the folder of music she had decided to sell because it was cluttering up the study, she deftly removed the head from a salmon and garnished the fish with spring onions, oil and olives. Her miner's torch had switched full on, thank goodness. When he looked up from the music and saw the table had been laid, the visitor smiled happily, rubbed his hands and went out to get some beer.
They took a long time over the meal, savouring each morsel, as if they were eating it for the first time. The fish was juicy, the beer just right, and they praised it lavishly, each saying they had the tastiest bit. He stretched out a hand over the table and touched the wooden pipe-shaped ornament on her breast — it was warm. His voice was silky from the yellow beer and artful.
Nina did not respond at once. She had learnt from her husband to choose her words carefully, because he got quite exasperated if she picked the wrong one. Her idea of doing her daughter's hair in «sausage-curls» for a nursery-school parade provoked a reaction out of all proportion, which included the Young Family Encyclopaedia being hurled out of the window and threats to jump off the balcony. Nina remembered the incident because it was both funny and frightening. Her husband had also made her wary of questions beginning with «why» and «what for». Answers such as «the tram got held up», «I forgot my key» or «I changed my mind» produced a barrage of additional «whys» which confused her and made him tear his hair. No answer was ever any good. The best thing was to keep quiet and let it pass over. When you kept quiet you seemed more convincing and they left you alone.
Nina pointed with her chin at a shelf with some unusually-shaped empty wine bottles. He took the hint with a big smile and went off to the Wine World shop, returning with two emerald green bottles. Nina reflected aloud that the wine would go down even better with a nice piece of meat.
The meat hissed and sizzled in the deep frying pan. Faces flushed, they ate and drank themselves to a standstill and sat there blissfully replete from the life-giving juices.
«I must be going. It's high time», he said sadly to the empty bottle.
«High time,» it reverberated. The echo spun the words round lightly, turning them into a sad question, but he heard it and replied.
«They'll be waiting for me.»
«Waiting for you?» Nina's voice trailed off on its own grieving path. «Who's waiting?» Her voice was really unhappy now, and as before the visitor grasped everything with his inner ear.
«Oh, my wife.» He had intended to say this lightly, but it came out quite differently. Evidently his wife was no laughing matter.
«Your wife. Not for me. No one's waiting for me.» Her voice had really let itself go now, vibrating with a kind of greyish-green absinthial anguish.
The visitor stood up, kissed Nina's onion-smelling hand meaningfully and bowed, while Nina blushed at the proximity of his barleycorn hair. Having taken his leave he sat down and reached for the bottle again, the full one this time, not the empty one.
«Maybe it's not time after all?»
«No, it isn't,» crowed Nina's detached voice.
«No, it's not,» the visitor pronounced. «I can stay another hour or two. In fact I must.»
Nina happily prepared some open sandwiches with sprats, topping the dead gold-flecked fish with thin slices of lemon. They had a few more drinks — they had been quite shattered by their recent parting and now they were invaded by a sense of mischief, prickly as fir needles.
«So what's she like, your wife?» asked Nina brashly, not really expecting this to disconcert him. He was too chubby and cheerful for that, no sharp corners.
«Fine. She's a skilled musician. Very intelligent.»
«But is she nice?»
«Eh? What did you say?»
«Is she nice? Kind?» Nina suddenly got so agitated that she took a three-litre jar of fruit preserves firmly out of the fridge and started searching for the bottle opener in a state of complete and utter confusion, constantly reminding herself what she was looking for and what it looked like — a hammer and sickle, a hammer and sickle.
«I wouldn't exactly say that,» he replied, uttering something he would normally have shrunk from saying. «I'd say she is a good person. But why do you ask?» Hearing no reply, he looked at her back. The back said everything she thought on the subject, and they seemed to agree — he and the eloquent back. He experienced a wild sense of relief when he said what he had wanted to say for a long time. But he also realised straightaway that this was a trap. For it was one thing when only you knew, but quite another when you shared the knowledge, and now the detached bit was demanding some appropriate behaviour from the non-detached bit. The detached bit was inescapable, there was no getting away from it. You can run away from something that hasn't been said, but once it's out they'll catch you and hand you the bill. You've said it now, so pay up!

Reflecting thus, he unexpectedly fell asleep in the armchair, his thick round beard pointing upwards. Vaska the rat took advantage of the opportunity to come out and make sure there had not been a foreign invasion, but retired reassured — no aliens. You can escape uncomfortable thoughts by going to sleep, because although thoughts are stronger than man, man is more devious than thoughts. He has other ways of living as well.
Nina also dozed on the divan. She dreamed of a sweet-smelling meadow with flowers, fluttering butterflies and humming insects. There were women in headscarves haymaking, men with pitchforks and a motorbike. But she slept lightly and kept getting up to put a small stool under his feet, cover him with a tartan blanket or simply feast her eyes on him. At one point he woke up and asked the time, then said he must go and went back to sleep. In the morning Nina examined him carefully. A bespectacled man without his glasses is irresistible, but doubly so when he is asleep, for he appeals to the maternal instinct as well. You could see how harmless he was, like a little child, with his damp eyelashes and fine blonde hair.
Nina sighed and went down to the shop for some beer, then decided to get some fish, salted crackers, lemons, olives and ham. He woke up, lost and guilty, kissed her hand and said miserably, «I must be going.»
«Have a beer before you go.»
«Do you think I should?» he hesitated.
«Yes. I do. What about you?»
«I don't want to go, but I must.»
«Must?» Nina's thoughtful eyes reproached him, and he began to wonder too — what for? In fact the question «what for?», if not understood superficially, in its everyday meaning, is a disturbing one, with a sting like a wasp. He didn't want to think. He just wanted to enjoy himself, without any dreary questions.
The visitor went to have a shower and sang a few bars in an attractive, beery bass, then downed a mug of beer, cheered up and told Nina two very smutty stories about some friends of his.
One of them, on tour in Alma-Ata, booked a double room in a hotel for himself and his friend. Then, also accompanied by his friend, he found a woman right there in the hotel, and the two of them made love to her together. But the thin, sallow-faced creature turned out to have an appetite for men as voracious as a refuse-disposal unit and kept complaining «more», «more», «no good», «no good», which absolutely paralysed them. Eventually the exhausted hero could bear it no longer and told her to clear off. She wouldn't. He threatened to call the manager, at which she screeched in a real fury that she was the manager and that as of now they were no longer staying there, because hotels were not for… At this point he trailed off.
The second story was no better. One evening a friend of his was offered a girl in a restaurant, a real good looker in high heels. They retired to his room and everything seemed fine, until she went off to the bathroom to get undressed. What emerged was a completely naked creature with the most obscene blue prison tattoos all over except on her hands and feet. This monster sat down on the arm of the chair, ran her hand through the poor man's greying hair and cooed: «My little silver fox.» Next morning his colleagues found him in a hotel on the other side of town.
Nina resisted the desire to laugh. Because people sometimes misunderstand and think you are laughing at them. So she just said «poor chap» and saw from his face that she had hit the nail on the head. All men are poor chaps if you think about it. She had always thought so at least. But you mustn't give way to them too much or you will be even poorer. Actually she had enjoyed it. She always liked hearing how people had been disappointed, and feeling sympathetic and sorry for them. She liked to feel involved. And these stories, although silly and smutty, were about people being disappointed.
It was while Nina was feeling sympathetic that things began to happen. He finally put his hand on her knee. Casually, absent-mindedly, as if nothing special was going on. Without looking at her, he stared pensively at the ceiling. Then the hand was removed. Nina shifted very slightly towards him, also absentmindedly, as if nothing special was going on. Then he put his hand back on her knee and inched his way up very slowly. Nina watched as the light material of her Indian skirt was raised and gathered into folds like a window blind, revealing more and more white skin, and at last, unable to restrain herself any longer, opened her legs wide and threw back her head, arching her neck.
They dressed afterwards and went out into the raw cold wind to buy a bottle of brandy. Nina fried some meat with potatoes and spices, while he watched in silence, his arms round her waist. She did not need to be told that everything was right between them. From raw to cooked, from hard to soft, from strange to familiar. That's the way it goes. Not only in the frying pan. They ate and drank leisurely with relish.
«A museum needs a curator,» he said. «A teacher should have a pupil, a nurse a patient and a railway engine a driver. A key needs a lock and vice versa. That's the way things are, and praise or blame don't come into it.»
«No, they don't,» Nina echoed. This was why she liked intellectual men. Because whatever they told you made it easier to understand things. You could always repeat it without fear of making a fool of yourself.
«It's time I went.»
«It's late, half past eleven. Wait till tomorrow. In for a penny, in for a pound.»
«You're right as usual.»
He grasped her under the arms and laid her, rich and creamy as well-cooked soup, on the sofa.
Next morning, after a protracted breakfast, he dialled a number but kept getting the engaged signal. Nina revelled in this sign that seemed to augur well, but eventually took pity on him and decided to help. She got through straightaway.
«Hello.»
«Please don't worry. Your husband is at my place. Nothing has happened to him.»
Her visitor leapt off the sofa and began rushing up and down, waving his hands in horror as if warding off a cloud of mosquitoes.
«Why on earth did you do that?»
«I don't know. It was all so unexpected.» Nina forgot about her resolution not to answer questions beginning with «why».
«But you could have kept quiet and said nothing, couldn't you?»
«Unexpected situations always make me say something,» Nina insisted.
«And is it always something silly?»
«Yes, it is. But perhaps not always,» she looked warily, but no shouts ensued. «Maybe it was better like that.»
«I don't think so. On the contrary, I think it made things worse.»
«She doesn't love you.» The obstinate miner's torch on Nina's forehead switched full on.
«Oh, for heaven's sake. Aren't things bad enough?»
«There's a hole in your pocket and your top button's missing.»
«Bad omens,» he mocked. «Why were you looking in my pockets?»
«I wasn't,» said Nina in an aggrieved voice. «Your key fell out and I put it back.»
«Alright, I'm sorry. But I must go now.»
«Can I see you home?»
«That's funny,» he shrugged his shoulders. «Like kids do. But come along if you like. Nobody's wanted to do that since I started school.»
As it happened they didn't have far to go. It was about a twenty-minute walk. Nina was disappointed that they got there so quickly. But glad they lived so close. They stood outside the door indecisively. He lifted his hand to ring the bell and gave Nina a meaningful look. She stood her ground, because the torch told her not to budge and not to get in a flap. Nobody opened the door.
«Want to see what my place is like?»
«Mm. What a lot of books.»
They took off their coats, and Nina perched decorously on the edge of the sofa.
«Well then?» He slapped his knee. «How about a little farewell drink?» Nina didn't like his changed manner. He was now quick and business-like. And wouldn't look at her. «There should be some fruit in the kitchen.» He began to pour them some red wine.
Nina went off to the kitchen and found a wicker basket with apples and oranges on a clean wooden table. She touched the blinds. Were they made of straw? At that moment a key turned in the lock and in came a pretty woman with a pretty girl. Unable to brake, Nina found herself moving towards them along the corridor. The woman took off her boots casually, blew a curl from her forehead, neatly removed the fruit from Nina's hands, who was now totally at a loss, and barked:
«Out you go, the pair of you. Quick march.» The command was as loud and clear as on a parade ground.
Outside he slapped his forehead and roared with laughter. Then looked at Nina and laughed even louder at the sight of her affronted, puzzled face.
«My wife,» he announced, with a puzzling air of pride, «makes up her mind about anything in twenty seconds flat. And has never been known to change it. She switches straight from question to answer, bypassing the two stages of thought and feeling, of which she in her sniper-like fashion has no need.»
«Thanks for the explanation. I'm still coming round, but I do understand,» Nina mumbled, making him chortle again.
«Don't sulk. Instead, oh, wisest of women, tell me what we're to do now.»
«Have lunch,» Nina sighed. «What else can we do if we've been thrown out?»
«Correct, top marks. I've got a concert this evening, to which I now officially invite you. Oh, by the way.» He fell about laughing again, as if a bubble had burst inside him and he couldn't restrain himself. Nina waited patiently. «I quite forgot to thank you for seeing me home.» This upset her, but he still seemed to find it all enormously funny. «So that was the plan. I'm terribly grateful to you for seeing me home. I really am. It was a brilliant idea.»
«What's all the laughing about,» Nina retorted. «You've just been thrown out.»
«That's my punishment,» he brushed it aside. «From on high. Still we won't waste any time, will we?»
Nina was beginning to see him in a new light. It occurred to her that the smutty stories were about him and not his friends. Her suspicions grew stronger when she saw him in evening dress. What a fine-looking man he was! She was hardly aware of the music, but sat worrying all the time until she had worked herself up into a state of unrelieved anxiety. All of the many doors in the theatre let in draughts, and she had nothing to keep her warm. At the end he brought over an important-looking man in evening dress, with a handlebar moustache like the one on the statue in front of the Conservatory, and said: «Nina, this is my friend, Jamil Ismailovich. He's our conductor.»
«That's all we need,» Nina blurted out, realising at once that she had put her foot in it, because the statue pursed his lips and his companion giggled delightedly. She attempted a diplomatic apology, but what actually emerged was, «Goodbye, Shamil Basayevich, do come round some time.» After which they both had mild hysterics, and the statue immediately forgave her faux pas, gasping «What a woman! What a woman!» Generally speaking it was a case of what her absent husband would have called «every one a winner», but these laid-back concert people, thank the dear Lord, did not seem to attach the same importance to it, so she had come out unscathed.
On Sunday, while Nina was sleeping peacefully, he left a note saying he had to go home. Letting himself in with his key, he found a stranger in jeans and a thick sweater sprawled out in an armchair with a score and beating time with a hairy hand. His wife was wearing a light sleeveless negligee, her long slender legs bare, and also reading a score but on the sofa. The apartment was quiet, strict and sterile. The clock ticked away relentlessly.
«I've come to get my things.»
«Feel free.»
«And the computer.»
«Go ahead,» she leaned forward, turning slightly, and pulled the plug out of the socket without looking.
«You cut a fine figure.»
«You too.»
«Like a beanpole.»
«Hog.» She yawned and put her hand to her mouth. «Fornicator.»
«I called you one name. You called me two.»
«But you hit out first and I hit back. You should always hit back harder.»
The young man in jeans looked up and gazed unseeingly in their direction. He was obviously listening to something deep down inside him.
«Do you follow me, Felix?»
«Yes, so far.»
«What's he doing here, this Felix?»
«Ask yourself.»
«But I've only been gone a week. You're quick off the mark.»
«Didn't you know? Felix, what do you value most in people?»
«Speed.»
«There you are. You're upset, but he's happy. It takes all sorts.»
«That's a fascist slogan.»
«I'm glad you've got the message.»
«But I've only been gone a week.»
«I find this conversation somewhat tedious,» said his wife with another quick yawn. «Let's have a bite to eat, then get down to work.»
She and the unusually tall Felix got up quickly and went into the kitchen. Nobody seemed interested in him.
«So it's just as well I've been putting it about then,» he shouted vengefully into the kitchen. There was no reply.
Downstairs in the entrance he was greeted by an agitated Nina, flushed with emotion. He put a hand on her shoulder, still indignant.
«She's got herself this Felix.»
«Maybe she had him before,» said Nina, suspiciously.
«Oh, no,» he objected. «That's impossible.»
«We were told at a lecture that you can catch hepatitis through a condom.»
«What did you say? Catch hepatitis through a condom? Where do you hear lectures like that?» He smiled unexpectedly. «At the Women's Lonely Hearts Club? I bet the lecture was called 'How to restrain your partner from casual sex.' Note that my mood improves quickly as soon as I see you. In just a week, fancy that?»
«But you and me did…»
He again brushed her aside scornfully.
«That's you and I. She never changes her mind.»
This almost made her cry.
«But I like her. She's so angry, and good-looking, and slim. I'd like to be like that.»
He waved his hands like a drowning man. «For God's sake! No, it's not really anger. She's just made like that. It's a question of temperament. You are one type, she's another.»
«Which is best?»
«It's all relative,» he sniggered.
«The worse you treat a man, the more he values you!»
He got the giggles again.
«How strict we are today! Dear, oh, dear.» He kissed Nina on the cheek. She melted somewhat, but did not give in, still upset by his trip home.
«Have we got anything to eat?»
«No,» Nina continued to rebel. «Only apricot preserves.»
«Apricot preserves!» He stared at her in rapture.
«I want to go home and do my hair in sausage-curls,» Nina said challengingly. She couldn't risk making a mistake this time.
«What did you say? Do your hair in what?» He jumped up and down at the prospect of hearing the word again.
«Sausage-curls,» Nina repeated obstinately.
«Ooh!» He doubled up with laughter. «Ooh!» he groaned, trying to straighten up, but spluttering helplessly. «O-o-h!» A fresh bout nearly laid him low again, but he managed to control himself. «Help! Save me! Don't mention that word again or I'll die.» His face quivered, threatening another convulsion. Straining every nerve, he somehow contrived to avoid total collapse. «A man who laughs all the time is a happy man. Don't you think?»
Nina smiled in spite of herself. People vary. One man can become furious and tear his hair, while another will split his sides laughing, and no one can say which is best, which worst. Better put it out of your mind, not think about it, for there's no knowing where it might lead. Let him have his laugh. Why should she mind?

LUDMILA ULITSKAYA
WOMEN'S LIES

Translated by Arch Tait.

How can anyone compare the big, manly lie — strategic, architectural, as old as Cain's riposte — with the sweet ad-libbing fibbing of woman — blameless, shameless, innocent of guile?
Behold the regal couple, Odysseus and Penelope. Not much of a kingdom, perhaps. Thirty homesteads. Little more than a village really. Goats in the pen, no mention of chickens. They probably haven't been domesticated yet. The queen churns cheese and weaves rugs. Pardon me, shrouds. Okay, she is from a good family. Her uncle is another king; her cousin is the Helen who launched the bitterest wars of classical antiquity. Actually, Odysseus was one of Helen's suitors until he weighed up pro and contra and married, not the most beautiful woman, not the super-model of uncertain morality, but canny Penelope who into her dotage bored everyone stupid with her ostentatious and, even then, old-fashioned marital fidelity. And this while he, renowned for his stratagems, capable of competing in craftiness and cunning with the very gods, as Pallas Athena herself attests, is supposedly wending his way back home. For decades he cruises the Mediterranean, making off with sacred relics, seducing sorceresses, queens and their maidservants, the legendary liar of those antediluvian times when the wheel, the oar and the distaff had already been invented, but conscience hadn't. In the end the gods decide they'd better facilitate his return to Ithaca for fear that, if they don't play ball, he may return to his village anyway, in defiance of Fate, and thereby put the Olympians to shame.
Meanwhile, back at home, our aging, simple-hearted deceiver unpicks her day's weaving every night, dulls with tears the eyes so bright in the days of her youth, presses to her sagging, unneeded breasts the joints of thin fingers disfigured by arthritis, and drives away all the suitors whose interest for many years now has been solely in her royal, if modest, possessions, and not at all in her faded charms. Foolish womanly stubbornness. To be absolutely truthful, she isn't even a good liar. Her deception is uncovered. Before you know it, they will be deriding this decent, elderly woman, giving her in marriage to the most lustful of studs.
In the end Odysseus achieved all his heart desired: he conned his way into the culture of mankind just as he once had into the Trojan horse; he left his traces in every sea, scattering his seed over many islands; he abandoned everyone, only to return in due course to his royal duties and beloved homeland. He deceived everybody with whom Fate brought him into contact. Except for Fate herself: one fine autumn day, a young hero moored on the coast of Ithaca in search of the father who had abandoned him and, in a case of mistaken identity, mortally wounded his own dad, leaving just enough of a gap between life and death for the final explanation. So runs one version of the myth of Odysseus. But despite the predestined ultimate misfortune which is the lot of all mortals, Odysseus has remained a hero for the ages, as a great liar, adventurer and seducer. How masterfully he contrived his deceits. He anticipated his opponents' line of thought, then raced ahead, outflanked, excelled, entrapped and vanquished them! He ran rings round the sorceress Circe herself. This is how he is inscribed in the memory of the nations, as a consummate designer and architect of lies.
Penelope ended up with nothing. There she had sat, recycling her yarn, weaving and unpicking, and her lying, like her handiwork, was as well formed as it was duplicitous. Yet for all her best efforts over those years, she has been allotted no place as prominent as that of her husband or her cousin. She was lacking in some special, feminine gift of mendacity. And yet the fibbing of woman, unlike the pragmatic lying of man, is a highly rewarding topic. Women do everything differently: alternative thinking, feeling, suffering — and lying.
And God in heaven, how they lie! Those, that is, who unlike Penelope do have the gift. En passant, unintentionally, purposelessly, passionately, suddenly, surreptitiously, irrationally, desperately, and simply for no reason at all. Those who have the gift lie from the first words they utter to the last. And how enchantingly, how artistically, how innocently and brazenly. What creative inspiration! What eclat! Here is no scope for cunning, self-interest, or premeditation. This is a song, a fairy tale, a riddle. But a riddle without an answer. The lying of woman is as much a natural phenomenon as milk, or a birch tree, or a bumblebee.
Just like every disease, so every lie has its aetiology. With hereditary predisposition or without. As rare as cardiac cancer or as common as chickenpox. It can have all the characteristics of an epidemic, a kind of social lie which suddenly lays low almost all the members of a woman's enterprise, a kindergarten, say, or a hairdressing salon, or some other entity, most of whose members are women.
We propose, then, a brief literary investigation of the topic, with no claims to offer a complete or even a partial answer.
DIANA
The child resembled a hedgehog, with his stiff, spiky black hair, a curious long nose which narrowed at the end, and the droll ways of a self-reliant being constantly sniffing things out; with his total impregnability also to affection, to being touched, to say nothing of a mother's kiss. But his mother too, as far as one could tell, was a hedgehog kind of person herself. She made no attempt to touch him, not even proffering a hand as they were coming back up the steep path from the beach to the house. So he scrambled up in front of her, and she slowly followed behind, leaving him to clutch at tufts of grass for himself, to pull himself up, to slither back, and go straight on up again to the house, shunning the smooth turn of the road along which any normal holidaymaker would have walked. He was not yet even three, but had such an emphatic, independent personality, that his mother herself sometimes forgot he was still almost a baby and treated him like a grown man, expecting him to help and look after her, before coming back to reality and putting the baby on her knees, and bouncing him gently as she recited, «Let's go berry picking, let's go berry picking», while he shrieked with laughter as he fell between her knees into the taut lap of his mother's skirt.
«Sasha, Sasha, eat your kasha!» mother teased him.
«Mummy, mummy, big fat tummy,» he responded delightedly.
This was how the two of them had lived together for one whole week, renting the smallest of the rooms while the others, scrubbed and readied, awaited their occupants. It was the middle of May and the holiday season was just beginning. A bit cool, and too early still for sea bathing, but the southern vegetation had not yet coarsened or faded, and the mornings were so clear and pure that, from that first day when Zhenya had chanced to wake at dawn, she hadn't missed a single sunrise, a daily spectacle she had not previously appreciated. They were getting along so happily and so easily that Zhenya even began to doubt the prognoses the child psychiatrists had come up with for her boisterous and highly strung little boy. He hadn't been making scenes, hadn't been having temper tantrums, and could probably have been described as well-behaved had Zhenya had any clear notion of what good behaviour consisted of.
In the second week, a taxi pulled up at the house one lunchtime and disgorged a whole crowd of people: first a driver, who extracted an iron contrivance of uncertain purpose from the boot; then a large handsome woman with a lion's mane of red hair; then a lopsided old lady who was promptly installed in the contraption erected from the flat contrivance; then a boy a bit older than Sasha; and, finally, the landlady of the house herself, Dora Surenovna, her face carefully made-up for the occasion and fussing about even more than usual.
The house stood on a hillside. It was slewed relative to everything else; the main road ran below it and another pitted, earthen road ran above the homestead; and a footpath ran close to one side, which was the shortest route to the sea. Against that, the plot itself was delightfully laid out. At the centre of everything stood a large table flanked on all sides by fruit trees; two houses, one opposite the other, a shower, a toilet and a shed enclosed it like a theatre set. Zhenya and Sasha were sitting at one side of the table eating macaroni, but when the whole contingent flooded into the enclosed courtyard they immediately lost their appetite.
«Hello, hello!» The redhead dropped her suitcase and bag and plonked herselfdown on the bench. «I haven't seen you here before!»
Everything fell into place. The redhead belonged here. She was the leading lady. Zhenya and Sasha were newcomers, supporting cast.
«It's our first time here,» Zhenya said apologetically.
«There has to be a first time for everything,» the redhead replied philosophically, and proceeded to the large room with a verandah, which Zhenya had aspired to until being categorically turned down by the landlady.
The driver hauled the old lady down in her cage; she was twittering in what sounded to Zhenya like a foreign language.
Sasha rose from the table and moved away with an air of gravitas and independence. Zhenya collected the plates and took them off to the kitchen. They would have to accept that there was no way of avoiding these people. The redhead's arrival had completely changed the prospect for the summer.
The boy, pallid, with a markedly snub nose and unbelievably narrow skull, addressed the redhead in what was by now unmistakably English, although Zhenya could not make out what he said. His redheaded mater, however, silenced him with a clearly discernible, «Be quiet, Donald».
Until that day Zhenya had never set eyes on English people, and English the redhead and her family turned out incontrovertibly to be.
They became properly acquainted in what, by southern criteria, was late evening, after the children had been put to bed and the dinner dishes washed. Zhenya had thrown a shawl over the table lamp to stop it shining on the sleeping Sasha. She was re-reading Anna Karenina in order to compare certain events in her own disintegrating private life with the real drama of a real woman, a woman with ringlets on her white neck, with feminine shoulders, frills on her peignoir, and who clasped a handmade red bag in her piano-player's fingers.
Zhenya would never have ventured to intrude on the lighted terrace of her new neighbour, but the latter herself tapped with large, varnished fingernails at her window and Zhenya came out, already in her pyjamas and with a sweater on top. It was cold at night.
«I was driving past the Party Foodstore. What do you think I did?» the redhead asked her severely.
As no witty response suggested itself, Zhenya rather unenterprisingly said nothing.
«I bought two bottles of Crimean port, that's what I did. But perhaps you don't care for port? Perhaps you prefer sherry? Let's go!»
And Zhenya, abandoning Anna Karenina, followed as if entranced by this sumptuous lady cossetted in a shaggy green and red check garment, half poncho, half tartan blanket.
Everything was upside down on the verandah. The suitcase and the bag had been unpacked, and it was amazing to see how much they had managed to contain in the way of bright, cheerful clothes. All three chairs, the folding bed and half a table were piled high. Mother was sitting in a collapsible chair, and her pale, twisted little face wore an ingratiating smile she had evidently forgotten some considerable time previously.
The redhead, without taking the cigarette from her mouth, poured port into two glasses, and rather less into a third which she pushed into her mother's hands.
«Call my mother Susan Yakovlevna, if you like. Or don't call her anything. She doesn't understand a word of Russian anyway. She did know a little before her stroke, but after it she forgot everything. English too. All she remembers is Dutch. The language she spoke as a child. She is a perfect angel, but completely witless. Drink up, Granny Susie. Chin-chin!»
The redhead again pressed the glass upon her and she took it in both hands with evident interest. It seemed there were some things she had not forgotten.
That first evening was dedicated to a biographical account of the redhead's family — which was dazzling. The witless angel of Dutch origin had been a Communist in her young days, had linked her destiny to that of a British subject of Irish origins, an officer in His Majesty's army and a Soviet spy who had been caught and sentenced to death, bartered for an item of equivalent value, and exported to the motherland of the world proletariat.
Zhenya listened agog, and quite failed to notice how drunk she was getting. The old lady snored quietly in her chair, then emitted a little stream.
Irene Leary — what a name! — threw up her hands.
«I let my mind wander. I forgot to put her on the pot. Oh well, no point in worrying about it now.»
She carried on relating her enviable family history for a further hour while Zhenya got more and more drunk, but by now not from the port, which they had drunk to the last drop, but from admiration and delight at her new acquaintance.
It was after two in the morning when they parted, having changed Susie and given her a quick wash. She woke with a start and had absolutely no idea what was going on.
The following day was full of noise and bustle. In the morning Zhenya cooked the breakfast, making porridge for everyone before taking the two boys for a walk. The English boy, Donald, despite having been born in Russia, had an equally breathtaking pedigree. His paternal grandfather was an even more famous spy, and had been caught and exchanged for an item of even greater value than his maternal grandfather. He proved to be an exceptionally pleasant little boy, courteous, well brought up and, something that disposed Zhenya towards him no less warmly than towards his redheaded mother, he immediately behaved magnanimously and considerately towards the highly strung and nervous Sasha, as an elder towards a junior. He actually was a bit older, already five, and immediately demonstrated a quite adult nobility of spirit by unhesitatingly giving Sasha an ingenious little tip truck, showing him how to raise its body, and when they finally made it to the fizzy drinks kiosk, where Sasha usually started grizzling until Zhenya bought him some carbonated water in an opaque tumbler, the five-year-old declined the proffered tumbler with a wave of his hand and said, «You drink it. I can wait.»
He was a perfect little Lord Fauntleroy. When Zhenya got back home, Irene was sitting at the table in the courtyard with the landlady, and from the way that self-important Dora was fawning on her new lodger it was plain to see how highly Irene was rated in these parts. They were all treated to the landlady's mutton soup, hot and too peppery. The English boy drank it slowly and with faultless table manners. A bowl was placed in front of Sasha, and Zhenya was preparing to negotiate discreetly with him, because he was very particular about what he would eat, and that was restricted to mashed potato and rissoles, macaroni, and porridge with sweetened condensed milk. And nothing else. Ever.
Sasha looked across at little Lord Fauntleroy, put his spoon in the soup and, for the first time in his life as far as she could remember, ate something that was not on his list.
After lunch the children slept but the women sat on at the table. Dora and Irene reminisced about last year's season and talked cheerfully and amusingly about people she didn't know and happenings of long ago in the resort. Susie sat in her chair with a smile as permanently fixed and out of place as the brown mole situated between her nose and her lip. Zhenya sat with them for a time, drank a cup of Dora's good coffee and then went to her room. She lay down beside Sasha and was going to start in on Anna Karenina, but reading a book in the middle of the day didn't seem right, almost improper in fact. She set aside the dog-eared volume and dozed, imagining through sleep how she would sit alone that evening with Irene on her verandah, without Dora, and drink port. What fun it would be. It suddenly dawned on her from on high, as if from out of the clouds, that it was two days now, from the moment redheaded Irene had arrived, since she had last recalled that life was foul and wretched and that hers was a total disaster, as if a wart-covered black and brown crab were sucking her innards. Well to hell with the lot of it. Lurve wasn't that big a deal. She sank down and down and slept like a log.
When she woke up she must still have been on a bit of a high, because she was feeling chirpier than she had for a long time. She got Sasha up, pulled on his trousers, put on his sandals, and they went into town where there was a roundabout which Sasha liked, and opposite it was the Party Foodstore.
«But why 'Party'? I must ask Irene,» Zhenya thought. Two bottles of port. The wine that year was excellent. Gorbachev had yet to launch his attack on alcoholism, and Crimean wine was being produced by state farms and collective farms, and by good old boys working for themselves; dry, demi-sec, fortified, Massandra, wines from Novy Svet, run-of-the-mill plonk and wines of the highest quality. There was no sugar, butter or milk in the shops, but people overlooked that detail, because so much else was going on in life itself.
That evening they again drank port on the verandah, only this time mother was packed off to bed early on. She did not protest. Indeed, she only nodded, said thank you in her unknown language, and smiled. Occasionally she would cry out, «Irene!», but when her daughter went to see what she needed, she smiled in embarrassment, having already forgotten why she had called her.
Irene sat with her elbow propped on the table and her cheek cupped in her left hand. In her right she held her glass. Playing cards were scattered over the table, the remnants of a game of Patience which hadn't come out.
«This is the second month it hasn't been working. Something isn't coming together for me. What about you, Zhenya? Do you like cards?»
«How do you mean? When I was a girl I played snap with my grandad at the dacha,» Zhenya said, surprised by the question.
«Perhaps it's better that way. I love them, though. Both for playing and for fortune-telling. I was seventeen when a fortuneteller made me a prediction. I should just have forgotten it, but I didn't, and everything has come to pass as if my life were following a script. Just as she foretold.» Irene took several cards, stroked their garish backs, and tossed them face upwards on the table. The nine of clubs was on top.
«I can't stand her, but she always dogs me. Away with you! She gives me heartburn.»
Zhenya thought for a moment before asking, «You mean, you always know how everything is going to end? Doesn't that make life boring?»
Irene cocked an ochre eyebrow.
«Boring? You really don't know anything about it, do you? No, it isn't boring. If I were to tell you…»
Irene poured out what remained of the first bottle between the two of them. She took a sip and moved the glass away.
«Zhenya, you must realise by now what a chatterbox I am. I tell people everything about myself. I'm no good at keeping secrets. Mine or anybody else's. Don't say you haven't been warned. There is one thing, though, that I've never told to a soul. You shall be the first. For some reason I suddenly want to.»
She gave a half-smile, and shrugged.
«I'm surprised at myself.»
Zhenya too propped her elbow on the table and cupped her cheek in her hand. They were sitting opposite each other, gazing at one another with an abstracted, meditative expression as if looking in a mirror. Zhenya too was surprised that Irene had suddenly chosen her for her revelations. And flattered.
«My mother was extremely beautiful — the spitting image of Deanna Durban, the film actress. And she was always an idiot. Well, no, not an idiot, but feeble-minded. I love her very much, but she has always been muddle-headed: on the one hand, she is a Communist, but on the other she is a Lutheran; then again, she is an admirer of the Marquis de Sade. She was always prepared to give away everything she had without a moment's hesitation, and she could get hysterical with my father because she suddenly desperately needed that swimming costume she bought in 1930 on the Boulevard Saint-Michel, on the corner near the Jardin du Luxembourg. When my father died I was sixteen, and she and I were left together. I have to give my father his due: I can't imagine how it was possible, given their unbelievably hard life, but she was always notable for her complete, triumphant helplessness. She never did a day's work because, despite being bilingual in English and Dutch, she could never learn Russian. In forty years! My father worked in broadcasting and she could have got a job through him. But even though you don't really need Russian to work there, you do have to be able to say „Zdrastvuite!“ or to read a notice saying „Silence. Recording in progress“. She couldn't. The moment my father died, I went out to work. I had no education at all, but I am a very good typist. I can type in three languages.»
So then, about the prediction. I had an old friend, an Englishwoman marooned in Russia in the 1920s. There is a little colony of Russian Englishmen and Englishwomen like that. I know them all, of course. They are either Communists, or techies who stayed behind in Russia for some reason or another, practically from the time of the New Economic Policy. Well, this Anna Cork washed up here because she was in love. Her lover was shot, of course, but she was luckier and survived. She was imprisoned, naturally, and lost a leg. She hardly left the house. Gave English lessons, told fortunes. She never took money for her fortune-telling, but she did accept gifts. She taught me a thing or two, and I was able to help her also.
One time when I was hanging around there, a beautiful woman came to see her, the wife of a general or a party boss. Either she couldn't have babies, or she was wondering whether to adopt a child. My Anna spoke to her in her usual way, in God knows what language, with a really heavy accent, although she could speak Russian, believe me, no worse than you or I. She had, after all, spent eight years in labour camps. But when she thought it politic, she could put on that accent. She could swear too: the Moscow Art Theatre had nothing on her. But now to this beauty she didn't say «yes» and she didn't say «no», but spoke ambiguously and portentously as a good fortune-teller should — and left it unclear whether she should or shouldn't have a child, but implied it would be better if she didn't.
Then she suddenly turned to me and said, «But you will start at the fifth. Remember that, the fifth.»
«What would I start at the fifth? Gobbledygook. I forgot it immediately. But I was to remember it again when the time came.»
Irene cupped her chin in her hand again. She was lost in reverie. Her eyes had a slight animal sheen, like a cat's, suggestive of cosiness, tenderness, and a veiled anxiety.
Zhenya had friends she had been to University with, friends with whom she discussed large, important matters, like art and literature, or the meaning of life. She had written her degree dissertation on the Russian modernist poets of the 1910s. Her topic had been very rarefied for those times — about the poetic resonances between the poets of the modernist tendencies and the symbolists of the 1910s. Zhenya had been unusually fortunate — her supervisor was a lady professor of advancing years who knew her way around Russian literature much as she knew her way around her own kitchen. Professor Anna Veniaminovna was idolised by her students, especially the girls, and knew all these poets not from hearsay but from personal acquaintance. She had been almost a friend of Anna Akhmatova, had drunk tea with Mayakovsky and Lily Brik, had heard Mandelshtam recite, and even remembered the living, breathing Mikhail Kuzmin. Through her proximity to Anna Veniaminovna, Zhenya herself had acquired important friends, moving among the intellectuals of the arts and having pretensions to becoming important herself with time. And, to tell the truth, never in her life had she heard such banal prattling as she had that evening. Oddly, however, these banalities had contained something important, substantial, and very much alive. Perhaps even the elusive meaning of life itself?
Revelling in the sweet port-induced intoxication, the stillness and the darkness outside her window in which the light from a streetlamp reflected like a quivering mark on the leaves of a great fig tree, Zhenya was also enjoying what she suspected was only a temporary respite from the stubbornly unresolved state of some important (if they were important) questions regarding what she wanted to do with her life.
Irene swept the cards off the table — some of them fell to the floor, others landed on a chair.
«Susie would be lying on the sofa with a book from morning till evening, sucking a caramel. I understand now: she was clinically depressed, but all I saw at the time was that she was turning into my baby. Don't forget, this was long before her stroke. I wasn't actually spoon-feeding her, but if I didn't pour the soup into her bowl she could go three days without eating. I decided I urgently needed to have a baby of my own, a real baby, because turning into the mother of my own mother was something I most certainly did not want. This way she might at least become a grandmother and have a pram to push. I got married in a rush to the first man I set eyes on. The boy next door, good looking but a complete moron. I got pregnant and walked around for nine months flaunting my belly like an award for gallantry. They talk about toxicosis, how you feel, blood pressure. What else do pregnant women get? Well, I had none of it. I went straight from my typewriter to the delivery ward. I didn't even have time to finish the typing and hand the work in. Right, I thought, I'll just quickly have the baby and finish the typing after I'm a mother. There was two days' work still left to do. Things did not turn out that way, though. The umbilical cord became entangled. My baby was dying. The delivery nurse was young, the doctor was a total prat. Between the two of them they killed my baby. All I needed was a good old-fashioned midwife. I was eighteen and a complete fool. Count it on your fingers: my firstborn was dead. David, I was going to call him, in memory of my father. I was gushing milk, and tears were pouring from my eyes.»
Irene looked at Zhenya with intent, narrowed eyes as if assessing whether it was worthwhile to continue.
«Sasha had a looped umbilical cord,» Zhenya said in a quiet, shocked voice. She knew it was very dangerous for a baby, but this was the first time she had seen a mother who had actually lost her child because of this ridiculous noose, which had faithfully served the infant for a full nine months only to suddenly strangle it.
«Two months later I was pregnant again. You don't know what I'm like. If I want something I'll dig it out of the ground if need be. I'm walking around again. Not so perky this time. Sometimes I feel sick, sometimes I get colic, sometimes I have numbness. But never mind, I'm fine. My husband, a prize dickhead, worked as a car mechanic. I told you, I leapt into marriage with the first thing in pants that I saw. Whatever he earned he drank. He was a complete Alain Delon look-alike, only more solidly built. I sat busily banging away at my typewriter, bringing in a fair amount of money. Enough for Susie's caramels.
The first time, I had known for sure it was a boy, but this time I decided on a girl. My bulge grew, but I was just enjoying being a woman: the minute I had two rubles to rub together I would skip off to the Children's World department store. Baby socks, little cardigans, romper suits. It was all rough old Soviet stuff, of course. But I had grown up as a tomboy, swinging on fences. My parents had been sent to live in Volzhsk at first, under a false name. I only discovered my real name when I was ten. After my parents were 'declassified' my mother's sister sent our first parcel. It included a doll for me, but I couldn't bear dolls. I didn't want to be a girl. I bawled whenever I was forced to wear a frock. And when my breasts started to grow, I almost hanged myself.» Irene straightened her shoulders, and her great womanly breasts wobbled from her neck to her waist.
Zhenya looked at her with a tinge of jealousy: this woman had some biography. And you could tell that she was well aware of the fact.
«My baby girl was so pretty from the minute she arrived. There was nothing newborn about her, no mucus, no redness or roughness. Her eyes were blue, her hair was black and long. She got that from the car mechanic. Her facial features were exactly like mine. My nose, chin, the oval of my face.»
Zhenya seemed to see Irene for the first time: the vivid redhead looks made it easy not to see just how beautiful she was. Yes, the oval of her face, her nose, her chin. Even her teeth, which in someone else might have seemed horsy, in her were just English: long, white, slightly prominent, but just enough to make her lips part in welcome, in anticipation.
«I took one look at her and immediately knew that she was a Diana. No two ways about it. She was small, very well proportioned, with long legs and a shapely body. And pert buttocks. She was the prettiest little girl in the world. No, that wasn't just my prejudice as her mother. Everybody admired her. I dumped the car mechanic three days later, just as soon as I was discharged from the maternity hospital. I simply couldn't bear to look at him. The first time he held her I saw quite clearly that Diana should have a different father. It wasn't anything to do with me. I wasn't yet a woman. Things hadn't worked out with the car mechanic, but I didn't even realise that yet. He took her in his arms and I saw him for the slob he was. My daughter showed it to me. She was clever and calm and collected. In my life I've never met another, don't laugh, woman like her. She knew just how to treat different people, and what she could expect from them. Can you imagine, she was really thoughtful towards Susie. She didn't cry if I left her with her grandmother. She understood that was pointless. She was just four months old when I started reading books to her. If she liked them, she said 'ye-ye-ye'. If she didn't, she said 'na-na-na'. By six months she understood literally everything, and she started talking at ten months. She talked baby talk for a month, and then said, 'Mama, fly flying'. And sure enough, there was a fly.»
«I breast-fed her for a long time. My milk didn't dry up, and she so loved being breast-fed. She would snuggle up, suck, then stroke my breast and say, 'Thank you'. And then I caught 'flu. My temperature soared to over forty. I was poleaxed. I couldn't feed her. My friends came running to help. They fed Diana on yoghurt and porridge. She was almost a year old. She wanted to come to me but they couldn't let her in case she caught my infection. She cried out of her little room, 'Mama, I don't understand'. Susie went down with it too. And what a powerful infection it proved to be. All my friends, one after the other, caught it from me. I don't remember anything.»
Irene shielded her eyes with her hands, as if the light was too bright. Her hair almost hid her face. Zhenya already knew that something dreadful was going to happen, had happened then… but allowed herself to hope against hope.
«Then I got up and went through to Diana. She had a high fever,» Irene continued, and Zhenya noticed how her nostrils and her pale English eylids had reddened. «I called the doctor. She immediately started injecting her with antibiotics. After two injections Diana had an allergic reaction. She was covered in rash. Well, she was my daughter. I'm allergic myself. They prescribed her Seduksen, the same drug I use, only the dosage was twenty times less. I felt worse and worse. My temperature was forty, at times I felt I was floating away. I would come to myself, give Diana yoghurt, give Mother yoghurt. Now and then someone would look in and go away again. I had a shouting match with the doctor who was demanding she should be taken to hospital. I remember glimpses of friends, my neighbour. The car mechanic rolled in, drunk. I kicked him out.»
I would get up half asleep, put Diana on the pot or change her, give her a tablet. My little angel would turn away from the mirror, saying, «No». She didn't like the rash on her face.
«Zhenya, the packaging was completely identical, my Seduksen and hers. I don't know how much I gave her. The more so because I had no sense of time. My temperature was forty degrees, what understanding of time did I have? I couldn't tell morning from evening. But I remembered clearly that I had to give Diana her medicine. It was December, dark all round the clock. The twenty-first of December, the day of the winter solstice. I got up, went to Diana, touched her. She was cold. Her temperature had gone down, I thought. The nightlight was burning. I looked. Her face was as white as chalk. The rash had gone. I didn't try to wake her. I went back to bed. Then I got up again, thinking it was time for her medicine. It was only then I took in that my lovely Diana was stone dead.»
Zhenya could picture the scene as if she were watching a film: Irene wearing a long white nightgown, bending over the child's cot, lifting the little girl out of the cot, also in a white nightgown. Only Zhenya could not see the the little girl's face, because it was hidden by that gleaming red hair, which even now was alive, curling, shining, while Diana was no more.
Zhenya could no longer cry. Something in her heart had crusted over into a hard scab, and tears no longer came to her eyes.
«I wasn't there for my little girl's funeral.» Pitiless Irene looked Zhenya straight in the eyes, and Zhenya thought, «My God, how can I be so concerned about all manner of nonsense when things like this happen in the world.» «I had meningitis. For three months I was out of it, being moved from one hospital to another. Then they taught me how to walk again, how to hold a spoon in my hand. I have nine lives, like a cat.» Irene laughed ruefully.
Yes, Irene had an unusual, unforgettable voice. It was throaty, soft, and you felt that it was the voice of a singer who was holding herself back, because if she were to sing out her voice would have everybody sobbing and weeping, and longing to fling themselves to wherever the siren sound directed.
Zhenya was finally overwhelmed by her wonderful, if imagined, singing and burst into tears, and the searing grief evoked by this story streamed down her face. Irene supplied her with a lacy white handkerchief, perfumed, which Zhenya soaked instantly.
«She would have been sixteen now. I know just what she would have looked like. The way she would have talked and moved. Her height, her figure, her voice. I know every detail. I know the kind of people she would have liked, and whom she would have avoided, the food she would have loved, and what she would have hated.»
Irene broke off here, and it seemed to Zhenya that she was peering into the darkness as if there, in the corner, stood her daughter, slender, blue-eyed and black-haired, and completely invisible.
«She loves drawing more than anything,» Irene continued without for a minute lowering her eyes from the darkness condensed in the corner. «By the time she was three you could already tell that she would be an artist. Her pictures were completely out of this world. By the age of seven she most resembled Ciurlionis. After that her drawing became firmer, although the mysticism and gentleness remained.»
«She's lost her mind,» Zhenya surmised. «She's really out of her mind. She lost her child, and then she lost her mind.»
She said nothing out loud. Irene, however, laughed, tossed her mane of copper wire, and her hair even seemed to give a metallic rustle.
«Call it madness, if you like. Although madness always has a rational explanation. Something of her soul has lodged in me. At times something comes over me, and I have a desperate urge to draw. I do draw, what my Diana would have drawn. In Moscow I will show you whole folders of pictures Diana has drawn in the course of these years.»
The port had long been despatched. It was past three in the morning, and they parted. There wasn't a single word that could be added to what had already been said.
In the morning they set off on a long walk together. They came to the post office, rang through to Moscow, then had lunch on the embankment in a cafe selling crisp meat chebureki. Zhenya was certain the enticing smell of the chebureki would lure them into some gastric misfortune straight out of the medical encyclopaedia, like dysentery, but reassured herself with the thought that Sasha's alimentary minimalism would cause him to reject the aromatic triangular pies. Sasha, however, said «yes» and again, for a second time, consumed a product not on his sacramental list.
Their evening port-drinking, at least on such intimate terms, would soon be over. Tomorrow two friends of Irene would be arriving, one of whom, Vera, was also well known to Zhenya. It was she who had given Zhenya this address on Primorskaya Street. Zhenya was feeling a little sad in anticipation of no longer being able to enjoy a private friendship with Irene.
Their last evening together began later than usual, because Sasha was difficult for a long time. He wouldn't let Zhenya out of his sight. Already asleep, he would wake up, whine, and fall asleep again. Zhenya curled up beside him and dozed. If Irene had not knocked at her window when it was already past eleven, she would have slept through the night just as she was, in her slacks and sweater.
Again they had two bottles of Crimean port, and again it was dark outside the window, without even the streetlight this time, because there was a power cut that day, and the terrace was lit by two thick white candles brought from Moscow for just such an eventuality. Susie and Donald had long been asleep in the room, but Irene was out sitting in a deep armchair on the verandah, swathed in her red and green tartan blanket and with the cards spread in front of her.
«This is Road to the Scaffold, an old French version of Patience. You're lucky if it comes out once in a year. I was just waiting for you to come, and lo and behold, it fell into place. That is a good sign for this house, this time and this place. To some extent, for you also, although you have quite different guardians, from a different element.»
Zhenya was vaguely attracted to the occult, if rather ashamed of such atavism, but ventured to ask the proffered question:
«What is my element?»
«You can tell it from a hundred miles away. It's water. You're an aquarian. You don't write poetry, by any chance?» Irene asked briskly.
«I used to. Actually I wrote my dissertation on early twentieth-century Russian poetry,» Zhenya admitted guiltily.
«What I see is — Pisces, the poetically inclined… live in water.»
Zhenya was shocked into silence: her star sign really was Pisces.
«When I was twenty, Zhenya, I had already lost two children,» Irene resumed without prefatory remarks from where they had stopped yesterday. «Two more years of my life went in learning to go on living. I had help. If it hadn't been for that…» she made an indefinite gesture more or less heavenwards. «And then I met the man I was destined for. He was a composer, a Russian aristocrat from a family which fled to France during the Revolution and returned after the Second World War. He was fifteen years older than me and, strange as it may seem, he'd never been married, although his life had been richly endowed as regards women. His father had been private secretary to a minister, and at one time a member of the State Duma. In one sense he was the complete antithesis of my Anglo-Dutch communist forebears. For all that, his father, Vasily Illarionovich — I won't mention his surname, it has too many connotations in Russia — resembled my own father quite amazingly, both in outward appearance and in personality. They greatly disliked all communists, but they accepted me, in spite of my communist tail. Then again, they had no choice: Gosha and I had fallen passionately in love. We fell into each other's arms immediately, and in the morning he took me to the registry office, considering the matter settled once and for all. My second life began, in which there was nothing of the old one other than my mother who, bless her, was unaware anything had changed. Only don't imagine this was after her stroke. It was before! She really didn't notice a thing. From time to time she would call my new husband by the name of my first, but Gosha and I just laughed. He had been educated in France and England, they returned to Russia in 1950, and for a short time lived in exile. Well, you know how it was, the usual story. We met the year the family were finally given permission to live in Moscow and allocated a two-room apartment in Beskudnikovo — as descendants of the Decembrist revolutionaries. In return for the villa they had had near Alushta and their St Petersburg residence on the Moyka Canal.»
A vague, nascent thought about a mysterious law which could bring together such rare, specially invented people as the daughter of a Russian spy of British origins and a descendant of the Decembrists born in Parisian exile, did enter Zhenya's head, and she was even tempted to mention it to Irene, but didn't want to interrupt her slow, almost meditative, story.
«I became pregnant straight away,» Irene smiled, not at Zhenya but at a place far away. «Gosha did not know that I had already lost two children. I kept quiet about that. I didn't want him feeling sorry for me. It was the easiest pregnancy of all time. My stomach grew at an incredible rate, and Gosha would rest on it at night, listening.»
«What are you listening to?» I would ask.
«What they are talking about.» He was certain we were going to have twins.
«In the end the doctors did establish that there were two heartbeats. I gave birth to two lovely boys, one redheaded, the other dark-haired. Both of them were over three kilograms. Believe it or not, from their first hour they took against each other, and so much so that they managed to divide their parents too: Alexander, the redhead, chose me; Yakov, the dark one, chose Gosha. It was dreadful. When one was going to sleep the other would be crying. While I was feeding one, the other would be howling his head off, even though he'd just been fed. Then they discovered how to bite, and spit, and fight. If one got to his feet, the other would promptly knock him down. You couldn't leave them together for a minute. But you had only to separate them for them to want desperately to be together again. When one of them saw the other, he would run to him and kiss and immediately start fighting again. My twins had a special, intense relationship which was all their own. I spoke English to the children and Gosha spoke French to them. When they started talking, they divided on language as well. Alexander talked English, Yakov talked French. Well, that was only to be expected. Between themselves they spoke Russian. But don't imagine they were taught to do that. They chose everything for themselves: it was impossible to coerce them or force them to do anything. When Gosha and I looked at them we were over the moon: this was our legacy — these terrible genes of wilfulness and stubbornness.»
«We lived all the year round in Pushkino, renting a well insulated winter dacha, and Granny Susie moved in with us too. At that time she was in fairly good shape. By that I mean she was still reading novels. You never did get any sense out of her, and she was never any help. Gosha was eventually accepted to teach at a music college. The composition class. He was super-overqualified for the work. He should have been working at the Conservatory. But his western schooling scared everyone off. Sometimes he wrote background music for films. Mainly he earned money by translating. I carried on typing, although he was terribly cross when I took in work. He had a frightful car, a Moskvich which he drove into Moscow and had to repair every time he came back. It was well-trained. It always broke down outside our house. We were terribly happy, but collapsing from exhaustion.»
«I am always ill in the spring, when the flowers come into bloom. I suffer from hay fever. That spring the blossom was particularly plentiful and I was constantly wheezing and choking. While it was wet I could just about get by, taking pills. But then we had a hot spell and on the second day I really began suffocating. It's called Quincke's oedema. The nearest telephone was at the post office. In those days the Pushkino ambulance was a bird as rare as an ostrich. Gosha woke up the boys in the night, hastily dressed them and put them in the back of the car; we couldn't leave them with Susie, she would never have coped. Having been woken in the middle of the night they were unusually placid and didn't even fight. They settled down in the back seat with their arms around each other. Then Gosha dragged me out of the house, put me in the front and drove me to the local hospital. He drove like a maniac, because I was barely wheezing and the colour of a boiled beetroot.»
Irene closed her eyes, but not completely. A little chink still showed, like light seeping under a door. Zhenya thought she might have lost consciousness and jumped up and shook her by the shoulders. Irene seemed to come to herself. She laughed her special laugh, the opera singer's laugh.
«That's all, Zhenya. I've told you all there is. The oedema was so severe that I saw and felt nothing else. I didn't see the tip truck which crashed into us; I didn't even feel the impact. I was the only survivor. When they put me on the operating table there was no trace of Quincke's oedema. It had disappeared at the moment of the crash. It was completely unbelievable that I was alive.»
Irene tossed back the hair from the right-hand side of her head. A deep, even operating scar began behind her ear and went aross her skull. For some reason Zhenya ran her finger along it.
«It is completely without feeling, that scar. I am a medical curiosity. I have almost no sense of feeling. Suppose I cut my finger, I'm not aware of anything. Until I see the bleeding. It's dangerous. But it can be handy too.»
Irene reached for her bag which was lying on the table, pulled out a case the length of three matchboxes, and took a large needle out of it. She pushed it into her alabaster white skin at the base of her thumb. The needle sank softly into her. Zhenya shrieked. Irene laughed.
«That's what has happened to me. I've lost my sense of feeling. When they told me, three weeks after the crash, that I had lost my husband and children, it was like this.» Irene pulled the needle out and a small drop of blood appeared. She licked it. «I've almost lost my sense of taste as well. I can tell sweet from savoury, but that's it. I sometimes think I am only remembering the taste, from the times when I could still feel things.»
Irene dispensed what was left of the port and stood up, pushing back her chair loudly. Her lodgings were the most comfortable in Dora's domain: besides the verandah there was a small separate kitchen in the porch, where Irene had a modest cache of wine. Six bottles bought in anticipation of her friends' arrival tomorrow. She rummaged about in the darkness for a while before producing a bottle of sherry.
All the tears Zhenya had to shed she had shed yesterday. No new tears had come to replace them. There was a dryness in her throat, and a tightness and a tickle in her nose.
«That witch Anna Cork turned out to be right: Donald is my fifth child. It's just as she foretold: „You will start at the fifth“».
First the darkness became diluted, then the air became grey and the birds started singing. By the time the story was at an end it was completely light.
«Would you like some coffee?» Irene asked.
«No, thank you. I'll get some sleep.» Zhenya went off to her little room and lay face down in the pillow. Before falling asleep she reflected, «What a stupid life I have. To all intents and purposes it's been no life at all. Fall out of love with one man, fall in love with another. Some drama that's been! Poor Irene, imagine losing four children.» She was particularly sad about Diana, blue-eyed, long-legged Diana who would have been sixteen now.
Towards evening a whole crowd of people arrived from Moscow: Vera and her second husband Valentine, whose previous, first marriage had been to Nina; Nina and Nina's elder son — of whom Valentine was the father. In addition there were Nina's two younger daughters, by now from her second marriage. Vera had brought two children with her, her youngest son fathered by Valentine and her daughter fathered by who knows whom, or rather, by Vera's first husband whom none of them knew. In fact, it was one big, happy, modern family.
The sexual revolution was already waning, second marriages were proving more durable than first marriages had, and third marriages were turning out just like real marriages.
Dora Surenovna's small courtyard was filled with children of all ages, and her neighbours on either side peeped through the fence to right and left and envied her for managing to begin the season a month before and to finish it two months later than anyone else. She had been doing it for years. They had no idea that the secret was Irene: wherever she went a crowd immediately formed, a collective farm with fireworks, a veritable May Day demonstration of brassieres with mammary glands bursting out of them and bikinis and belly buttons and buttocks which aroused such ire in her Crimean neighbours that they would have refused to rent rooms to all these impudent whores, only their greed overcame them.
Dora herselfset up something approaching a guesthouse: not so much bed-and-breakfast as sleep-on-a-put-you-up-and-dinner. Dora's husband worked at the XVII Party Congress Sanatorium. He drove a bus, collecting holidaymakers from Simferopol and buying groceries while he was there. Dora made meals for all her guests and earned so much money she could afford to buy off the local policeman and the tax inspector without even being ruined.
The first three days passed in arranging things. Nina, mother of three, was terribly domesticated, spread home comforts all around herself, and had a thoroughly feminine way of organising everyday life. When all the little curtains had been hung up, all the little vases put in place and all the rugs shaken out, she compiled a rota so that each day two mothers looked after all the children while the other two, once they had gone shopping for food in the morning, could take it easy for the rest of the day.
On the morning of the fourth day, Zhenya and Vera had the day off, as stipulated by the new schedule. They planned to see Valentine to the bus station since, having fulfilled his purpose by delivering the two families, he was returning to Moscow; they would then buy some milk, if fortune smiled on them, and were intending after that to wander through the bare countryside with no footballs, no children, no shrieking or screaming. Everything went according to plan: they waved goodbye to the husband, didn't buy milk since none had been delivered, and then set off down the main road in the direction of hills from which there came a smell of young grass and sweet earth, and where the clouds of pink and lilac tamarisk were in full bloom. They turned off the road, and although the path led upwards the going was easy and relaxing. They didn't even talk all that much, just exchanging a few words.
They reached a family of acacias, sat in the thin shade of the puny foliage and lit cigarettes.
«Have you known Irene for long?» Zhenya asked, still, despite the passing of several days, reeling under the impression of the eventful fate of the English redhead; a fate before which the old-fashioned suicide of Anna Karenina paled and seemed the mere whim of a spoiled young madam: «He loves me, he loves me not, he cares for me, not a jot…»
«We grew up in the same block of flats. She was a class ahead of me. I wasn't allowed to be friends with her. She was a bit of a naughty girl,» Vera laughed. «But I liked her. Actually, everybody did. Half the block was always hanging out in their little apartment. Susan Yakovlevna was such an old dear before her stroke. We called her Madame Caramel — she was forever giving all the children toffees.»
«What a dreadful life Irene's had,» Zhenya sighed.
«You mean her father? The spying? What do you mean?»
«No, I mean the children.»
«What children, Zhenya?» Vera asked, even more puzzled.
«Diana, and the twins.»
«What Diana? What are you talking about?»
«Irene's children. Which she lost,» Zhenya explained with the beginnings of a terrible foreboding.
«You'll have to be more explicit. Which children are these that she lost?» Vera raised an eyebrow.
«David, her first baby, died at birth, entangled in his umbilical cord; then Diana, she was just one year old; and a few years later her husband, the composer, died in a car crash along with her twins Alexander and Yakov,» Zhenya ran through the list, sounding like a gramophone record.
«Well, I'll be damned,» Vera said, shocked. «And when did this all come to pass?»
«What, didn't you know?» Zhenya asked in astonishment. «She had David when she was eighteen, Diana when she was nineteen, and the twins three years or so later, I suppose.»
Vera put out her old cigarette and lit up a new one. The damp cigarette didn't light easily, and while Vera puffed away at it Zhenya was convulsively shaking a new packet but could persuade nothing to come out of it. Vera was silent, inhaled the bitter smoke, and then pronounced:
«Listen, Zhenya, I am going to have to upset you. Or gladden you. The point is, all the tenants of our house in Pechatnikov were rehoused ten years ago, in 1968. At that time Irene was twenty-five. To my knowledge, she had got through an army of lovers, had, I should guess, a dozen or so abortions, but there were absolutely no children. I swear! Or husbands, for that matter. Donnie is her first child, and she has never been married, although she has had some very famous lovers. She even had an affair with Vysotsky…»
«But what about Diana?» Zhenya asked dully. «What about Diana?»
Vera shrugged.
«For all the years before that we were living in the same house. Do you really think I wouldn't have noticed?»
«But what about the scar on her head from the car crash?» Zhenya shook Vera by the shoulders, but she lazily freed herself.
«Well, what about it? What about it? She got it on the ice slide. Kotik Krotov had blades, you know, racing skates. She fell over and he skated straight over her head. There was so much blood! It's true, he all but killed her. They had to put a lot of stitches in her head.»
At first Zhenya cried. Then she started hooting with laughter like a madwoman. Then sobbing again. Then they smoked their way through both the packs of cigarettes they had brought. Zhenya finally remembered with a start that she had never before been away from Sasha for such a long time. They hurried back home. Zhenya told Vera the whole of Irene's story, whose final episode had been reached yesterday. And evidently also made up yesterday. In return Vera told her the true story. Both coincided in the most improbable place: regarding the clandestine past of the Irish-British Communist who had been sentenced to death and subsequently exchanged for a Soviet spy.
By the time they got back to the house, Zhenya felt gutted. The children had already had their supper and were playing junior bingo at the big table: instead of numbers the cards had turnips, carrots and mittens. Sasha, clutching his bingo card, waved to his mother, cried, «Hurray! I've got a hare!» and covered it with a picture. He was an equal among equals, neither slow, nor ill, nor overwrought.
The others were sitting on Irene's verandah drinking sherry. Susie was taking little gulps from her glass with a blissful expression on her face. Vera went up on to the verandah and sat with the rest of them.
Zhenya went to her room. They invited her to join them, but she called back that she had a headache. She lay on the bed. Actually this was one evening when her head was not aching, but there was something she needed to do for herself. She needed to perform an operation of some kind before she could once more drink wine, chat with these friends, and enjoy the company of other, more educated and intelligent friends she had left behind in Moscow.
The children finished their bingo. Zhenya washed Sasha's feet, put him to bed and put out the light. One of the friends invited her to come with a stage whisper which was little short of a shout:
«Zhenya! Come and have some pie!»
«Sasha isn't asleep yet. I'll come in a minute,» she responded in an equally theatrical voice.
She lay in the darkness and researched her spiritual wound. There were two wounds. One was from the misdirected compassion she had lavished on brilliantly invented and brutally murdered, nonexistent children, especially Diana. It was like the pain from an amputated leg, felt even though the leg is no longer there. Phantom pain. Worse than that: this leg had never been there. The second was a feeling of hurt for herself, a pathetic rabbit which had had a senseless experiment performed on it. Or perhaps there had been some sense, only none that she could understand.
Somebody again knocked quietly at the window. Her name was called, but Zhenya did not respond. She simply couldn't imagine the expression on Irene's face, who would guess immediately that she had been unmasked. Or Irene's voice. Or her own embarrassment at Irene's embarrassment. Zhenya lay there, not sleeping, until the light was turned off on the verandah. Then she got up, lit the small wall lamp, and piled everything into her suitcase: clean clothing and dirty, toys and books. She paused only to carefully wrap Sasha's gumboots in a used towel.
Early in the morning Zhenya and Sasha left the house with their suitcase. They went to the bus station, and Zhenya had no idea where they would go after that. Moscow perhaps. But at the bus station the one and only bus, old, almost pre-war, bore the legend «Novy Svet», and they boarded that, and two hours later were in a quite different place.
They rented a room by the sea and spent another three weeks there. Sasha behaved perfectly: none of the hysterical outbursts which so alarmed Zhenya and the doctors. He walked barefoot along the waterline, sometimes running into the shallow water and stamping his bare heels in it. He ate, he slept. He seemed to have outgrown a phase. So did Zhenya.
Novy Svet was wonderful. The wisteria was still in bloom and they were beside the mountains: immediately behind the house a rocky hillside rose, which you could climb and in two hours reach a neatly rounded summit which looked positively Japanese. And you could look down from there to a shallow bay, and rocks with ancient Greek names which had jutted out of the water here since the world began.
Only occasionally did her heart feel a pang: Irene! Why did she have to murder all of them? Especially Diana.
END OF STORY
The middle of December. The end of the year. The end of her tether. Darkness and wind. A hitch in her life. Everything has juddered to a standstill in just the wrong place, as if a wheel is stuck in a pothole and is rocking back and forth. In her head two lines of a poem are going back and forth too: «With half my span on earth now left behind me, I stood bereft in brooding forest gloom…» The gloom is all around, no sign of light in the darkness. Shame on you, Zhenya, shame on you… Two boys are sleeping in the little room, Sasha and Grisha. Her sons. Here is the table, her work on it. Sit down, take up your pen and write. There is the mirror. It reflects a thirty-five-year-old woman with large eyes, the outer corners sagging slightly; with large breasts, also sagging slightly; and with nice legs and slender ankles who has driven out of the house a man who was not the world's worst husband, and what's more not her first, but her second… The large mirror reflects also part of a small but admirable apartment in one of the most attractive quarters of Moscow, on Povarskaya Street, away from the road and with a bay window looking out on to a front garden. Later, of course, everyone is going to find themselves rehoused, but for now, in the mid-1980s, life is not bad at all.
Zhenya's family is also admirable: a large family with aunts and uncles, first and second cousins, all of them highly educated, respectable people. If one is a doctor, he or she is a good doctor; if a scholar, then a very promising one; if an artist, then a successful one. Not as successful as the redoubtable Ilya Glazunov, no doubt, but with commissions from publishing houses, almost one of the top book illustrators. Appreciated by his peers and colleagues. More of him shortly.
Besides the first and second cousins, a whole numerous new generation of nephews and nieces has come into the world, Katyas and Mashas, Dashas and Sashas, Mishas and Grishas. There is among them one Lyalya, thirteen years old and already with breasts. She hasn't outgrown her spots yet, and she has a long nose which, alas, she is never going to outgrow, although in the future plastic surgery will be able to take care of it. But only in the future. She also has long legs. Admirable legs, although nobody is paying any attention to them yet. Her emotions, however, are raging right now. She has a mad crush on her uncle, the artist. Long-nosed Lyalya had once come to her relatives' house to see her second cousin Dasha, and had stumbled upon Dasha's dad. He is sitting there at home, in a remote room, drawing. His pictures are so sweet: birds in cages, with poetry. He's a book illustrator, and he's got long, wavy black hair. Down to his shoulders. He wears a little dark blue jacket, and a red and dark blue check shirt under it. He has a cravate tucked into his shirt which has the tiniest little flower pattern, almost like commas, that's how tiny the flowers are. In fact they probably aren't even flowers or commas, but sort of little gherkins. Really, really tiny. She fell in love.
Lyalya comes to see her grown-up relative, Auntie Zhenya, who at that time of the year, in December, really doesn't want to be bothered with her second cousin once removed. She is, however, also related to the artist: he's her first cousin. Young Lyalya confesses she's in love, and tells the whole story: how she went to see Dasha, and he was sitting in this remote room drawing these birds, and he had these gherkins on his cravate. And she tells about how she came back afterwards, when Dasha wasn't there, and sat in his room, and he was drawing, and she just sat there. In silence.
On Tuesdays and Thursdays Mila, the artist's wife, has a morning surgery from eight o'clock. On Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, her surgery is in the afternoon. She is a gynaecologist. Dasha goes to school every day. She takes the bus to Prospekt Mira, to the French School. She leaves home at seven twenty-five. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, only not every week, just one week on a Tuesday and the next on a Thursday, Lyalya arrives at the remote room at eight-thirty. One week she misses a history and an English lesson, and the next she misses a double period of literature. Yes, she's thirteen. Well, what can she do? Really, what can she do? If they're madly in love? He's dying oflove for her. His hands shake when he's undressing her. It's fantastic. The first man in her life. She knows there'll never be another. What if she gets pregnant? No, she's not worried. Well, actually, she hasn't really thought about it much. After all, there are pills you can take. «You couldn't phone Mila, I suppose, and ask her to prescribe some — pretend they're for you?»
Zhenya is beside herself. Lyalya is the same age as Sasha. Thirteen. But thirteen girl years are obviously quite different from boy years. All Sasha thinks about is astronomy. He is reading books in which Zhenya can't even work out what the table of contents means. This daft little thing, meanwhile, has discovered love and, what's more, she's chosen her, Zhenya, to be the repository of the secrets of her heart. And some secrets they are! A respectable forty-year-old man is abusing his under-age niece, his daughter's friend, in his own house, while three blocks away his wife is conducting a surgery for women on Molchanovka Street and, to tell the truth, could run home for a moment, for a cup of tea, for instance… And what about Lyalya's parents? Her mother, Zhenya's great fat cousin Stella, what does she imagine is going on? That her daughter has gone off to school, swinging her scuffed little schoolbag? And her daddy, Konstantin Mikhailovich, a nutty mathematician, what is he thinking? As for what her late Aunt Emma, the sister of Zhenya's father, might have had to say on the subject, it simply doesn't bear thinking about.
Lyalya played truant in the morning. Sometimes when Sasha and Grisha were at school, she would come to drink coffee with Zhenya. Either her artist was busy, or she just didn't feel like sitting at a school desk. Zhenya couldn't simply turn her away. After all, what if she went and threw herself out of the window? Zhenya obediently listened to what she had to say. And despaired. As if she didn't have problems enough of her own: she had kicked her own husband out because she had fallen for a completely unattainable gentleman, an Actor with a capital A. Well, a theatre director actually. From a beautiful city which almost counted as being abroad. He was phoning every day, begging her to come. And now on top of everything else she had Lyalya.
Zhenya was at her wits' end.
«Lyalya, dearest, you must bring this relationship to an end immediately. It's madness!»
«But why, Zhenya? I'm so in love with him. And he loves me too.»
Zhenya believed her, because Lyalya had been looking much prettier lately. She had beautiful big, grey eyes with black, painted eyelashes. Her nose was long but slim, and aristocratically aquiline. Her skin had improved a lot, and her neck was quite amazing, a thing of rare beauty: slender, tapering even more upwards. And her head was set so prettily on this lissom stem. Wow!
«Lyalya, dearest, if you don't want to think about yourself, do at least think about him. Do you realise what is going to happen if people find out about this? They'll put him straight in prison! You don't want that to happen, do you? He'll get eight years or so in prison!»
«No, Zhenya, no. Nobody is going to send him to prison. If Mila guesses what's going on she'll kick him out, that's for sure. And she'll take him to the cleaners. For his money. She is so-o greedy, and he makes a lot. If he went to prison he wouldn't be paying her alimony. No, no. She won't make a fuss. Quite the opposite. She'll hush it all up.» Lyalya elaborated a cold, calculated scenario of the future which, Zhenya had to admit, monstrous though it might seem, rang true. Mila really was a money grubber.
«And what about your parents? Do you think they aren't going to be upset? Imagine the situation if they find out,» Zhenya tried a different angle.
«They'd better just keep very quiet. My Ma is screwing Uncle Vasya.» Zhenya's eyes popped out of her head. «Didn't you know? Pa's own brother, my uncle Vasya. Ma's been crazy about him all her life. The only thing I don't know is whether she fell for him before she married Pa or after. As for Pa, why should he care about it? He's not a real man anyway, know what I mean? He isn't interested in anything other than his formulas. Including me and Misha.»
God in heaven, what was to be done with this under-age monster? She was, after all, only thirteen. She was a child in need of protection. And who'd have thought our artist was up to it? He was a watery aesthete who wore a kid jacket and a cravate! His immaculate hands were tended by a manicurist who did home visits. He had once said in Zhenya's presence that his work demanded faultless hands, like a pianist's. She'd had him down for a poof, but now it turned out he was a paedophile.
Then again, Lyalya was not a child. In olden times the Jews married girls off at the age of twelve-and-a-half. So from a physiological viewpoint, she was an adult. Her brain was more than adult: the way she had dissected Mila's motivations was something precious few grown women could have managed.
But what should she, Zhenya, do now? She was the only adult who had been told this tale, so she it was who bore the responsibility. There was no one she could turn to for advice. She certainly couldn't go to her own parents. Her mother would have a heart attack.
Lyalya came to talk to Zhenya nearly every week, telling her all about her artist, and everything she said convinced Zhenya that this nightmarish liaison was really quite firmly rooted. If a family man was taking the risk of receiving an under-age lover in his own home every week, he really was head-over-heels in love. Zhenya did buy contraceptive pills, which set her back quite a bit, without, needless to say, imposing on Mila. She gave them to Lyalya and told her to be sure to take them every day without fail. Even after buying the pills, Zhenya felt deeply implicated. She knew she needed to do something before a scandal blew up, but wasn't sure what approach to take. In the end she decided the only thing she could do in the circumstances was talk to the godforsaken artist.
Meanwhile her theatre director was phoning, begging her to fly out if only for a day. He had a premiere coming up, he was working twelve hours a day. But if she were to fly to that warm, marvellous, sunlit city, she would be in trouble. And if she didn't?
Something had to be done about this ridiculous business of Lyalya. It wasn't even so much because ultimately there was bound to be a scandal, as that here, after all, was an adult perverting the life of a child. Lord, how lucky she was to have boys. What problems did they create? Sasha's astronomy questions, and having to drag Grisha away from his books: he read at night under the blanket using a torch. They still fought occasionally, but ever less frequently of late.
Finally she decided to ring Lyalya's lover. She rang during the day, after two o'clock on a day when Mila had an afternoon surgery. He was delighted to hear from her and immediately invited her round, since luckily it was no distance. Zhenya said she would come round to visit him next time, but for the present they needed to meet on neutral territory.
They met beside the Art Cinema, and he suggested going over to the cafe in the Prague Hotel.
«Has something upset you, Zhenya? You're looking a bit dishevelled, somehow,» the artist asked amiably, and Zhenya remembered that he always behaved well towards his relatives. He once helped a really quite distant lady relative when she needed a major operation; and another time he had paid for a lawyer to defend some black sheep in the family who had proved incapable even of stealing a car properly. What a thing is man, how much diversity he has within him.
«I'm afraid this is going to be rather unpleasant. I need to talk to you about your lover,» Zhenya began abruptly, not wanting to give the indignation she felt about this whole disgraceful episode a chance to dissipate.
He was silent for a long time. Purposefully silent. Little muscles were working under his thin skin. He proved not actually to be as handsome as she had imagined. Or perhaps his looks had faded with the years.
«Zhenya, I am a grown man. You are not my mother or my grandmother. Tell me why I should have to explain myself to you?»
«Well, because, Arkady,» Zhenya exploded, «because ultimately we are all responsible for our own actions. And as a grown man, you should take responsibility for the stuations you find yourself in.»
He took a big gulp from the small coffee cup, and put the empty cup on the edge of the table.
«Tell me, Zhenya, has somebody sent you, or have you had an access of do-goodery?»
«What are you talking about? Who could have sent me? Your wife? Lyalya's parents? Lyalya herself? Well, of course it's do-goodery, as you put it. That dumbcluck Lyalya has told me all about it. Of course, I would prefer to know nothing at all. But from what I do know, I am afraid. Both for her and for you. That's all.»
He suddenly softened and changed his tone.
«To tell the truth, I had no idea you knew each other. How interesting.»
«Believe me, I would prefer not to know her at all, and the more so in these circumstances.»
«Zhenya, tell me what it is that you want from me. This affair is not in its first year. And forgive me if I say that you and I are not on such close terms that we should be discussing delicate aspects of my personal life.»
At this point Zhenya realised that things were complicated, and that there was more behind these words than she knew. Arkady himself was looking half-guilty, but also half-perplexed.
«I thought this had only recently begun, but you are saying it is not in its first year…» Zhenya forced out, cursing herself for ever getting involved in these intricacies.
«If you are a private detective, you aren't very good at your job. To be perfectly frank, it has been going on for more than two years,» he shrugged. «I just don't understand why Lyalya had to talk to you. Mila knows all about it, and she is prepared to put up with anything to avoid a divorce.»
He moved his elbow, knocking the coffee cup off the table. It crashed to the floor.
Without getting up, he leant under the table with his long arm and collected the pieces, placing them in front of himself in a heap. He began sorting the white china shards of the broken cup as if assembling them for gluing. Then he looked up. Actually, he was really rather handsome. His eyebrows were so open, and his eyes tinged with green.
More than two years? So he had been molesting a ten-year-old girl? How could he talk about it so casually? Men really must be from another planet.
«Listen, Arkady, I just don't understand. You talk about this so straightforwardly. I can't get my head round it. A grown man sleeping with a ten-year-old girl?»
He stared at her in astonishment.
«Zhenya, what are you talking about? What girl?»
«Lyalya was thirteen a month-and-a-half ago. What is she to you: a babe, a chick, a bird?»
«Who are we talking about, Zhenya?»
«Lyalya Rubashova.»
«What Rubashova?» Arkady asked, genuinely puzzled.
Was he pulling her leg? Or?..
«Lyalya, of course. The daughter of Stella Kogan and Kostya Rubashov.»
«Oh, Stella. I haven't seen her for a hundred years. She did have a daughter, didn't she. What has that to do with me? Can you explain yourself clearly?»
That was it. End of story.
He understood what she was talking about, was horrified, guffawed with laughter, expressed a desire to take a look at the girl who had dreamed up a romance with him. He had no recollection of her. Any number of little girls who were friends of Dasha came into the house.
Then, casting off a terrible weight from her heart, Zhenya laughed too.
«I hope you realise, esteemed Arkady, that I have nevertheless uncovered the fact that you have a lover?»
«Well, okay. I do have a lover. She isn't ten and she isn't thirteen, but as you can imagine there are certain difficulties. I was so angry when you came and…»
The waiter took away the broken china and summoned a cleaner to wipe under the table.
Zhenya waited for Lyalya's next visit. She listened to all her latest revelations, let her finish, and then said, «Lyalya, I am very glad you have been coming to me all this time to share your experiences. You probably needed very much to act out in front of me all these things which have never happened, but which will come to you in good time: love, and sex, and your artist…»
Zhenya didn't manage to deliver the whole of the speech she had prepared. Lyalya was already back in the hallway. Without a word, she grabbed her schoolbag and wasn't seen again for many years.
But Zhenya too had other things to think about. Winter, which had been frozen in darkness, was jolted out of its rut. The director had his premiere and himself flew to Moscow. He was simultaneously on top of the world and rather melancholy, and constantly surrounded by his numerous fans — Muscovite Georgians languishing in a rather abstract way for Tiflis, and Muscovite intellectuals in love with Georgia and her bibulous, free-and-easy ways. For two weeks Zhenya was happy, and the «brooding forest gloom» of «half her span on earth» grew lighter, and March was like April, warm and light, as if bathed in reflections from that faraway city on the wild River Kura. She became less restive. Not because she had been happy for two weeks, but because she had understood in the depths of her heart that the holiday would not last forever, and this fun person who had landed in her life was like a great big present, so big you could only be allowed to hold it for a short while, but not to take it home with you. Zhenya told him the tale of Lyalya. First he laughed, but then he said it would make a brilliant play. Then he left, and Zhenya flew to see him in Georgia several times, and he flew more than once to Moscow. Then it was over, as if it had never been. And life went on for Zhenya. She was even reconciled with her second husband whom, as became clear with the passing of time, it was simply impossible for her to leave: he was as firmly stitched on to her life as her children.
She did not meet Lyalya again for a long time. She didn't show up at family birthdays, and funerals were hardly the right moment.
Only many years later did they meet at a family party, and by then Lyalya had grown into a very beautiful young woman who was married to a pianist. Her little daughter was there too. The four-year-old came up to Zhenya and said she was a princess. That's all. End of story.
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