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Аннотация
While post-communist Moscow deals with political transition, Vassili is descending into despair at his wife Anna’s chronic infertility. Following his father Sergey’s footsteps, he travels to Melbourne to teach Russian at a prestigious university. Accompanying him is a wrapped parcel to be delivered to a Helen Dalrymple of Mount Evelyn; a task that proves to be anything but straightforward. Miscast and adrift in his new home, Vassili awaits Anna’s arrival. Bringing with her devastating news, it is not long until old resentments surface. At an idyllic guesthouse in the Dandenong Hills, the scene is set for a reckoning that will crack the secrets of the parcel Vassili’s father gave him, and blow the family apart.


Jim McIntyre
NIKOLAI THE PERFECT

★
FOR MY MOTHER JOAN McINTYRE
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The novel describes actual historical events, such as the collapse of the Soviet Union and ensuing coup and counter-coup. For narrative purposes I have taken some minor chronological liberties. I am grateful to several native Russian speakers who guided my research, and set me straight on cultural authenticity. Lee Kofman in particular, for picking up misspellings of Russian names and pointing out some other inaccuracies.
Russian transliterations are contestable. For the most part I have gone with the variants that have come into wider English use. For example, Anna Karenina, the currently accepted title of Tolstoy’s classic Alexandrovna rather than the traditional Aleksandrovna, keeping in mind that Alexander Gardens, a landmark near the Moscow Kremlin, and the cruise ship Alexander Radishchev feature in the work.
Any mistakes are mine.

★
ST VINCENT’S HOSPITAL, MELBOURNE
NOVEMBER 1994
★

Nikolai, you will be the best of us.
Will be because right now you are a dancing avatar on an ultrasound screen at St Vincent’s Hospital, Melbourne — of all places. Pure potential. An antipodean Nureyev, Anna is hoping. My feathery blond curls? 
Whose genes will prevail? Anna’s I’d say, going by this performance. She faces the screen, her hand making tender circling movements over her stomach, tracing the probe. She is within touching distance but if she was still in Moscow she could not be further away. I sit in the corner, superfluous to the proceedings as if it is I and not you who is the disembodied presence here. The sonographer asks Anna questions. She replies in competent English. I interrupt once when she stumbles; otherwise it is a conversation between women, for women. Perhaps this is why her adopted language excels itself. 
Your head, white globe attached to spongy torso, fills the screen, pointing down as it should. Arms spasm, quirky animation in jump cuts. Artful pause, mustered concentration, limbs disarticulated bubbles in a bathtub. A tadpole kick propels you sideways and out of focus. The sonographer fiddles with the controls… primeval soup… again that sugar-ant cranium. For a horrible second you are impaled on placenta… your fists batter protest… once more you dissolve free…
The sonographer rolls back the sleeve covering her wristwatch. The show is over. I let go my dreams, having witnessed your power. For I can no more commune with you than pluck you from the womb.

★
TARUSA, RUSSIA (USSR)
JUNE 1990
★

June exodus when half the city heads for their summer houses, sees Moscow in rare good temper. A tenuous motorists’ democracy.
Banged-up Boris cuts across the buffed flanks of Zils and Volgas. Their horn exchanges banter without malice. A combination communism so seldom delivers — a queue that discharges itself and a result worth the wait.
I downshift to first, creep towards the lights, Boris snorting noxious gusts from under the bonnet. A bottom-of-the-range Lada, Boris was a present to myself to celebrate my secure employment at my father’s English language institute. Anna was — is — furious and I don’t blame her. I should have acquired a genuine asset, buffer against hyperinflation, even shares in a pyramid scheme, over a bald-tyre stumblebum. Boris for its namesake’s celebrated state visit to Germany when he broke away from a guard of honour, stumbled onto the dais, seized the conductor’s baton and attempted to lead the band himself.
Boris’s brakes squeal on metal, both rear-vision mirrors flip askew when setting off and the carburettor splutters at temperatures below ten degrees.
One hundred and thirty kilometres to my parents’ dacha near Tarusa, collecting them en route is a stern test. Boris is acquitting himself well apart from stalling, then jumpstarting at one intersection and almost crunching a blue Aleko in front. Nursed through city traffic he clacks along at a steady half-pace, allowing me stealthy glances at my three passengers. Anna is beside me, hair billowing in the slipstream. My father Sergey behind her, copper mane almost preposterous on a man of late middle age. My mother, Teresa, in her customary black despite the heat, stiff weight on my father’s shoulder, frizzed hair fanning the open window. Over the years she’s replaced speech with body language, whole sentences compressed to a twitch. She turns to the window as if away from something unpleasant. At the next intersection I crane forward, fiddle with the driver-side reflector. My father’s hand is resting on Anna’s elbow. Anna’s face registers nothing. Quicker than salmon in whitewater she shimmies loose, flicks me an eye roll via the mirror.
The lights turn green. Boris’s engine skips and cuts out. He eases into his tyres as into a favourite divan. I twist the key, pump the accelerator twice. First a gentle jab, then pedal to the floor. Boris hiccups. A black Volga behind honks.
My father leans forward. ‘Wait a few seconds, or you’ll flood it. Okay, ignition, then your foot down. There… got it! Don’t accelerate just yet. A touch more… now we’re away.’
My father relaxes his big frame. My mother folds her hands in her lap as Boris twangs over potholes. Swivelling around to adjust the interior mirror, I catch my mother’s eyes narrowing and turning again towards the window. My father’s roving hand has resumed its place.
I feign interest in the cloud cover — a porridgy consistency too high for rain. Towers pierce the underdrifts, thin out beyond the Outer Ring Road, Moscow’s notional perimeter. Rashes of cone-roofed houses, country fortresses for apparatchiks turned arms barons, spread across the remnants of what only three summers before was intact forest. Pylons hem the remaining fir copses. Their survival seems a haphazard and temporary reprieve, a minor oversight.
Boris jiggles over undulations, hauls up a crest, coasts into Tarusa. Sunlight blazes through the windscreen, sparkling off scaffolding around a church, its cemetery adjacent. Not so much the church itself — in atheism my father and I find rare unanimity against our devout womenfolk — rather its surrounds lift my spirits; whorls of wooden latticework on cottages, fields falling away to a hazy lake.
Past Tarusa the road turns rutted clay, ochre slashes across a drained swamp. Families in duck formation patrol the embankment for bluebells. A lone optimist fishes a reed-fringed pond he can lie across. Our dacha telescopes into view down an avenue of birch.
My father leaps out first. He places four wicker baskets in the grass, sets his aside, winds trouser-protecting rags round his calves. ‘Who’s for mushrooms? Anna, you’re with me. You two up for it?’ Without waiting for an answer, he picks up his basket and shambles off towards the forest, hurdling swatches of weed. Anna dons rags and scarf, trots after him. Spruce swallows them clean as a wave.
My mother remains in the car, steps into galoshes. Her face has an unfamiliar expression, at once wry and conspiratorial.
‘Trust your father to team up with the best picker. For a hundred million other people mushrooming is a family ritual celebrating the beginning of summer. No such luck with us Kurguzikovs. Everything’s a competition.’
She doesn’t ask for much, my mother. It’s not just her conversation that’s shrunk. Her frizzy hair, once gossamer-smooth, darker and longer than Anna’s, is bad shampoo plus neglect. Mushrooming used to be an occasion when she could slough off the downtrodden housewife, roam untrammelled, sometimes alone with me, show me where to forage. My father and I would help her fry dinner. We shared twilight on the verandah. Then along came Anna.
First time we arrived at the dacha all together my father declared ‘Mixed doubles. Like tennis’. Same pairings ever since.
My mother is good. Anna can spy a cluster of gold-tops at fifty paces; she parses thickets the way she checks submarine widgets at work. There is no going back.
Rarely a demonstrative parent, my mother takes my arm with a firm grip I haven’t known in fifteen years and leads me to the forest. Dandelion dust smears my jumper. I breathe in milkweed, fermenting peat the biscuity tang of birch. Grass ears tickle through my socks. She ducks pine needles, stooping below cone-laden boughs at decapitating angles. As always I keep my eyes trained for gold-tops that thrive in lichen beds, the only variety I can distinguish from toadstools. Within Moscow I’m a born taxi driver — here out of my element, hopeless.
Parting some maple branches to rejoin me, my mother squats over my basket. ‘A decent start. Let’s see how the other two are faring before we lose track of them altogether. I nearly said team. It’s catching. How about we try over here?’
We enter a copse bordering a picnic area. Discarded paper napkins like shot pigeons litter the forest floor.
‘Anna’s looking better than she has for ages. Is it a new treatment?’
‘Treatment for what?’
‘Ssh!’ She covers my mouth with her wrist. ‘Oaks have ears and forests gossip. Of course two women confide things. Actually, we make the perfect foursome — we compensate for each other’s shortcomings.’ Afraid to let the moment slip she turns around, faces me. ‘Your father has big plans for you.’ As though she has already said too much, she breaks away.
‘Mum, wait! What plans?’
She disappears into the thicket.
‘Vasya, over here.’ Anna calls. ‘By the big pine.’
Pretending not to hear, I scramble to get my numbers up, not bothering to discriminate while keeping them in view. Let the others winkle out the toadstools. Whatever my father is up to, I don’t want him out of sight a second longer than necessary. When my basket is full I battle to a clearing where Anna and my father straddle a stump. On seeing me she shifts to its edge. She wipes my sweaty brow with a tissue, appraises my pickings.
‘You’re not getting any better at this, are you? Look, the gold-capped ones with the white stems, they’re podberyozoviki. You’ll find them under birches. Syroyezhki are the flat or domed ones, easy to spot. Pink, purple, green, grey, yellow sometimes.’ She holds up a handful. ‘These ones are okay, they’ve got the meaty taste, remember? But stay clear of the red and white spots with skirts over the stem.’
She tosses them away and nuzzles my shoulder. ‘Never mind, Sergey and I picked enough to feed the Red Army. So long as some of us know what we’re doing.’
My father stands up, takes off at a young man’s pace through sticky grass. We fan out behind. Nearer the dacha he falters, stops, kneads hands against hips as if to pump vigour down his legs. When I catch up I see his wedding ring is missing and the finger so swollen and raw that I have to stop myself asking if it came off in the forest.
Oak foliage, leaves bronzing round their edges, dapples the dacha, a two-storey unpainted wooden structure with a pitched roof. Lilacs in fading bloom encircle the verandah. The neighbour’s mangy black dog flails over a stile, lunging at sparrows. We remove our galoshes and file into the kitchen, its floorboards sagging.
Teresa and Anna sort the older and larger mushrooms for cooking straight away, the young podberyozoviki for drying at home. They sauté the orange-yellow lisichki and the kaleidoscopic syroyezhki with sunflower oil and onions and heap the others into a large shallow pan. Frying aromas envelop the dacha as the evening meanders to dusk. I draw a bucket from the backyard well, help my father set the table while the women place cream on saucers, pelmeni dumplings in a large bowl and boil the samovar for tea. My father fetches champagne from the fridge and we all sit at the table.
‘Toast, Vasya,’ Anna prompts.
‘To happiness,’ I begin, ‘past and present.’
‘To family,’ my father amends. How Sergey Vladimirovich, exemplary husband and father, loves the last word. Anywhere, anytime. As glasses clink he whooshes, clutches his chest. ‘Forgot my angina pills. Anyushka, may I have a pelmeni?’ He reaches to pluck one from the bowl then scoops some cream.
My mother pins his wrist with hers. ‘Dairy’s off the menu old fellow, you know that. Dr Pavlov summed it up — your circulation is a great system for shunting cholesterol around. Anna, salad instead for Sergey Vladimirovich, please.’
My father acquiesces without a murmur. For ten minutes or so chewing is the loudest noise until a nightingale carols on the windowsill. Its mate coos from their nest.
Anna serves tea and bonbons and the party shifts to the sitting room. Finishing the champagne, which is on the saccharine side, my father takes a bottle of Stolichnaya from the pantry, flouting the folk taboo on chasing bubbles with spirits. Anna sits beside me on the divan, my parents in armchairs on the opposite side of a rough hewn oak table, my father’s handiwork. Like a chess player arrogating the first three moves, my father advances the bottle to the commanding centre, positions his tumbler alongside, another closer to me and pours two shots.
I will remember the day as my weaknesses on parade. Perhaps that was my father’s intention all along. I’m a wary imbiber. One glass befuddles, two curdles, the third reaches my gullet and turns around. Alcohol, a disagreeable acquaintance, seeks me out. I will myself immobile. This is one contest I need only decline in order to win.
My mother cocks her head to the birdsong. Vestigial bonhomie gone, my father squints. ‘Don’t you respect me?’
Between two men it is hard to imagine a keener provocation. My father draws back his elbow like an archer, balls his fist. In his feeble defence, he has never hit me. Not technically anyway.
I stifle a yawn, stand up. ‘Been a long day. Better clamber up while I’m capable.’ I mount the stairs to the attic where Anna and I insist we sleep as courtesy to our seniors. Halfway up I hear my mother excuse herself.
‘What sort of man are you?’ my father calls after me. ‘Leaving me to drink with your wife.’
‘You’re right, Sergey Vladimirovich. I’ll never be half the man you are.’
When was the last time I refused my father anything? Including our monthly get-togethers. I undress sitting on the bed, sink into the mattress. In the small hours I’ll creep down to clean my teeth in the disused sauna outside.
I think back to the first time my parents arrived at our new apartment, hunched against late September evening. Outside the elm leaves were only beginning to yellow and drop but both were swathed in furs, and my father’s teeth chattered. We relieved them of their coats, fetched two pairs of carpet slippers, shepherded them to their seats. Upping the charm voltage, he complimented Anna on the pelmeni, their meat fillings liquid explosions in the mouth, her shortbreads appetising wedges with tea, asked for and scribbled down each recipe until she went to the kitchen flushed with praise.
Elbow cocked in my ribs, he whispered: ‘You see, my boy? The secret to marriage is in the detail. Let her sense she knows some little thing you don’t.’
My father segued via the weather — there was after all something to this global warming phenomenon, too many freak extremes, they couldn’t all be Western propaganda to entrench the productivity gap — to politics. He reminded us, loud enough for the neighbours to hear, how wonderful it was that eavesdropped or bugged conversations were no longer pretext to be hauled off in the dead of night, and you young people should never ever take this for granted but fight tooth and nail to protect it. His generation, the Sixtiers, coming of age in the post-Stalin thaw, saw off Khrushchev, tasted and squandered freedom, traded whitegoods and jazz for decades of repression. All the while my mother faced sideways, hands pressed on thin knees, twirling her wedding ring.
‘And don’t look to the Church, that KGB in silk cassocks.’
Galvanised, my mother stood up. In a firmer than usual voice she told Anna she could use her help in the kitchen to roll the last batch of shortbread. ‘Anyushka, do you mind?’ Anna didn’t.
‘Ah, the kitchen cabinet’s in session!’ my father chortled.
‘War cabinet more like.’
I gave an ostentatious head-cocked one-shoulder shrug. Now you’ve upset her. Mocking her religion. Anna’s too. Fierce whispers carried from the stove. Presently a two-woman force field, carrying trays of biscuits and tea, stepped through the door. Anna was blinking away tears; my mother radiated fury. Standing still, they stared down my father. He cowered in his chair.
My mother in particular was keen to set another date for the following month. When they left Anna waited a minute to start her finger-wagging, gut-wobbling Sergey imitation, aping his emphysemic wheeze. Her raw contempt was disconcerting. I knew then she was completely unafraid of her louche father-in-law. Measured against her father, that paragon Anatoly Ivanovich, I have no yardstick. Describing my filial sentiment as begrudging admiration might be putting it too strongly.
Most of the time Anna has Sergey where she wants him, even when he nudges over the line — he will from time to time, the old prick. Cross one woman, cross both.
She panted for breath. ‘Best take-off gets oral first.’
‘Mock the great and powerful, that’s the only way. They all topple in the end. You’ve been practising in the shower, I know when I’m beaten. So how about we declare it a draw? Sixty-nine each. Fair’s fair.’ I’ve taught her the lewd English meaning, along with other choice expressions, for our private delectation.
She giggled, looked up, half-yelled to our elderly neighbour, apartment block manager and bane of our lives directly above. ‘Maria Alexandrovna!’ Gave it full throttle. ‘Seek-sti-nain you hor-r-r-bag!!’
‘Seven out of ten for pronunciation.’
‘You’re a hard marker. Have a listen. I reckon she has her dictionary open.’
Maria’s cane was about to punch through the ceiling.
★
With minor variations, alternating between apartments — this dacha sojourn is a six-monthly event — our recent get-togethers with my parents follow the same script. While at work my father insists I confide my marital ups and downs, offering advice by turns shrewd and jovial. If — when — Anna falls pregnant, my parents are determined to be close by. Even hasten the event by some kind of weird osmosis. How else to explain these odd, stilted rituals?
Often I wonder what Anna thinks she married into. Paraphrasing the opening line of Anna Karenina, to which end of the happiness spectrum does the Kurguzikov family belong? We are intellectuals floating in the middle. On television we watch sophisticated adaptations of Sherlock Holmes instead of the unfashionable boy-meets-tractor, falls-in-love, lives-happily-ever-after, that her father favoured. We smooth over flaws with choice cuts of meat, tongue, lean sturgeon, tubs of orange caviar from Kamchatka and the Far East. Georgian red wine and five-star brandy from Dagestan adorn the tablecloth. Anna has acquired a taste for both.
Filial relations are the enigmatic dyad in the matrix. Perhaps my mother, a subdued spirit outside her kitchen domain, recruited Anna to make the boys behave. When Anna and I still lived at my parents’ apartment, my father loved taking out the Scrabble set and the game forked across the board. Sometimes — not so often as to be flagrantly rude, and never in my mother’s presence — my father switched to his second language and worked me over, English subtext to the sparring. Anna, whose residue of high school English was sufficient to follow from the sidelines, said Scrabble reminded her of Olympic boxing — three-minute mismatches, the superior fighter taunting his opponent with deft jabs, holding in reserve the knockout blow, the loser striving to stay on his feet and absorb the punishment until the final bell, valour intact. My father always won on points, whereupon he would go out on the balcony, on warm evenings strip to his singlet, drink beer, smoke, pace up and down and limber up for the next pretender.
Squirrels cavort over the dacha roof. Downstairs is quiet.
An older memory surfaces — riding in the back seat of my father’s Trabant. Understanding perhaps half, thirteen-year-old me listened as our guest, an Australian exchange student at Sergey’s institute, sandy-haired, shiny-eyed, drinking everything in, David, relieved to break into ebullient English, recounted his first foray into a beriozka, a shop that stocked Western products at marked-up prices. Intent on buying a tub of yogurt, just off the plane and still jet-lagged, David explained to the bemused cashier that he was after a long-life variety, dolgoigrayushie. He was doing okay until he inserted the infelicitous preservativy — iogurt s preservativami — condom-flavoured yogurt. My father chortled, I joined in. A rare bonding moment. I could count them on one hand.
The previous evening my father brought David home for a dinner my mother had queued and prepared for all day — pork pie, cabbage rolls, salted herring, chocolate sponge cake. My parents had speculated whether he understood the occasion was a cultural exam. Straight away and without prompting he removed his shoes in the hallway (amazing how many Western guests didn’t). My mother’s total lack of English, if anything, complemented David’s mellifluous, almost without accent, Russian. Perhaps one or two previous students had matched his pure language skills, but David simultaneously exhibited a grasp of the finer points of etiquette or superstition they had forgotten, failed to consider, or were ignorant of. One lovely and very gifted young German brought eight yellow flowers — the colour for divorce, even number portending calamity.
David kept eye contact during my father’s toast to the occasion, reciprocated the health of his hosts and riffed on friendship bridging ideological differences.
Meal underway, David prised syllables from my pre-intermediate English.
‘How is school?’
‘Good.’
‘Your favourite group?’
‘Deep People.’
‘Purple? Right, yep, they were huge early in the decade, still kicking on obviously. And what do you like for breakfast?’
‘Porridge. Oats or… what is word? Se-mo-li-na. I like them the same.’ I played it safe. I wanted to say instead, Whatever Mum puts on my plate. What do you think? but that was too easy to mangle, not to mention a degree of rudeness that would have grounded me for a week.
Dinner over, David presented me with an LP.
‘Pardon my ignorance, David,’ my father asked, in English, ‘but who’s Slim Dusty?’
For my benefit David reverted to Russian. ‘Our very own bard. Australia’s answer to Vladimir Vysotsky if you like. He sings about wrestling kangaroos, Aboriginal rituals, trucks screaming down hills. Untranslatable stuff like that. A few years back I hitchhiked five hundred kilometres across the Western Australian desert — think Kazakhstan — and the driver only had one cassette, Slim’s Greatest Hits. Either he grows on you or you jump out of the cabin. I stayed in the cabin.’
On a roll, he addressed my mother. ‘Teresa Maximovna, I would have loved to bring a pavlova. Now there’s your Australian-Russian hybrid. Anna Pavlova was a sensation Down Under when she toured in 1926, and a local chef — Australians say he was from Sydney though New Zealand stakes a claim — came up with a sponge cake with thin meringue crust. Light and airy like Anna’s dancing. Strawberry or kiwifruit wings, depending on which side of the Tasman Sea you hail from.’
My father pounced. ‘You will come with me to the dacha tomorrow? With or without pavlova. Ha!’
So, there we were in the Trabant. My mother had begged off the trip. Summer holidays halfway through and dragging, nor did she want me mooching about, jiggling to Smoke Over Water. DOOF doof doof, DOOF doof doof-doof. DOOF doof doof… DOOF-doof on air guitar. She packed meat and marinade for shashlyk, onion rings, butter in wax paper, tubs of orange and black caviar, a bottle opener. My father took care of the liquid refreshments.
‘Roads better in Australia?’ my father inquired. We bucked over potholes marking the turn off to the dacha. ‘A rhetorical question.’
‘Deserving an honest answer. About the same.’
‘Impossible. I don’t believe you. We have ice between November and May, communism year-round. You have neither.’
I helped take out the food and overnight bags.
‘How about a banya before dinner? Sauna with birch twigs.’ My father lowered his voice, reverting to English: ‘I prefer dry steam Finnish-style. But don’t say that too loudly around here.’ He indicated the pine outbuilding. ‘I’ll lay the coals, and we’ll start the shashlyk.’
I took the cue to disappear upstairs. My father had banked on a getting-to-know-you men’s retreat, sauna, beer and shashlyk, minus a teenage hindrance. Skewering the meat chunks, sliding on the onion rings, brushing on marinade was my father’s sole culinary domain. I struggled to thread the lamb lengthways and leave the right amount of space between cubes.
To practice my English I had bought back-copies of Time magazine, way over my head even with pictures and an Oxford pocket dictionary. I plodded through two, put them away and turned to a translation of Jack London’s White Fang. It wasn’t a great translation — stilting, pedantic. Thirty pages in I gave up. A buzz saw from the neighbour’s block started up, slicing the silence. Through the open window the shashlyk smelt divine. I could hear my father and David discussing possibilities to reciprocate, not bothering to censor themselves, a bubbling excitement.
‘Hungry, son?’ my father called.
‘Maybe later. I’ll take a wash first.’
When I came down it was almost dark. The men were sitting on a log before the spit, lingering over the last morsels. Over fragrant coals they had bonded, flogged each other with birch and juniper switches until their real selves oozed out.
‘Vasya,’ my father announced, ‘I am invited to Australia.’
I saw the glassy-eyed start of a binge. The evening could go two ways. I hoped for everyone’s sake I would not have to drag him inside. Many a time I’d tripped over him on the bathroom floor. It was up to me to stage a diversion, avert serious embarrassment.
I crept behind the sauna to the blind side of the barbecue where a path cut through long grass. Blackthorns slashed my arms. I blundered on, falling over roots, stirring up crickets. Too late to sneak back.
‘What the hell,’ my father, aroused. ‘Might be a feral dog. I’ll go get the torch.’
‘Wouldn’t be a bear, would it?’ David said.
‘Relax. Bears haven’t been sighted in these parts for twenty years. You’d sooner see a kangaroo in Red Square. But we’d best take all the food inside and under wraps.’
I heard my father enter the house, check upstairs, stride towards the sauna. The sweeping arc of the high-strength beam toyed with me, dared me to bolt. It fastened on me. My father kept the light in my eyes. I felt the relief of a deserter who hadn’t got away and only wanted the court martial over and done with. My shirt was torn halfway around the upper left sleeve. A month’s salary.
No one spoke. Discomfited, David scratched his chin. I would come to recognise this not-knowing-where-to-look expression, foreigners confronted with practices defying explanation. I slunk to bed.
Much later I woke to someone bounding up the stairs. My father grabbed both my shoulders, shook for all he was worth, hissed in my ear. ‘You little turd. If my Australian invitation is withdrawn, I will conscript you to Afghanistan. Escort you all the way myself if I have to. At gunpoint.’
★
Anna comes up two stairs at a time, turns on the light, flops down alongside me.
‘Thought you’d both still be there when I came down to breakfast.’ I realise I’m jealous. Don’t be ridiculous I admonish myself; she does the opposite of flirting, milking him for laughs.
‘You don’t give me much credit for taste, do you? If you really want to know, it was like being stuck in an elevator with a tramp. He’d maunder for a week over his lost youth, given half a chance. Why do you think your mum went to bed early? She saw it coming, always does. He’s not your rival, right now he’s not even your boss, he’s just a sad old man who happens to be our host. And your father. Get some sleep.’
We leave straight after breakfast to beat afternoon gridlock. I wind down my window for the pine-scented breeze, wind it back up as clouds burst and rain thuds the windscreen. I tinker with the mirror. Once again my father’s fingers are splayed over the seat top, fingers kneading Anna’s neck through her blouse collar.
I wait to pass a kink in the road, slam the accelerator hard as brakes. Boris farts a backfire and roars into overdrive, every needle on the dashboard flown to MAX. My father withdraws his hand. Anna’s in wide-eyed shock, my mother inscrutable. Anna grabs my shoulder as Boris fishtails along a crumbly camber. The gauges sink to zero, the engine slackens, and we roll to a halt on the roadside.
My father clambers out to inspect under the bonnet, flips up the boot, rain plastering his hair to his temples. ‘Where’s the toolbox?’ Straightens up. ‘No fucking toolbox. Lucky you didn’t blow a tyre. Got a screwdriver?’
I shake my head.
My father returns to the bonnet. Twiddles a wire coil, steps back. ‘Try now.’
I twist the key. A listless throb.
My father fiddles with the alternator.
‘Once more.’
This time a steady idle. Climbing back inside, he whistles between clenched teeth, snarls into my ear as we set off, ‘The Soviets reared three generations of handymen. You’re the exception that proves the rule. Pack a toolkit next time.’

★
MOSCOW (USSR)
NOVEMBER 1990
★

November is the skol’zkiy season — black ice and treacherous pavements. Anna sashays around patches of slush like the dancer she might have been. Pummelling circulation into each other’s arms, we wave at boys road testing a toboggan on a gentle slope. The remorseless geometry of residential blocks gives way to hummocky parkland. Here and there frosted carapaces of wrecked Ladas, Moskviches, Zaporozhets tip sideways. Residential towers — like military columns marched in from Poland — mass ahead. Broad stripes run down their vertical edges; burnt orange, toilet-tile green, Prussian blue. Two black poodles, the long-legged Moscow kind, gambol after each other, trailing their leads.
The street widens into a boulevard of elms, lower trunks daubed white. We pass a row of kiosks with snow patties sparkling on brass eaves. Old pipes and discarded scaffolding protrude at the rear like rusty entrails. Drunks gather at a keg to refill jars with moonshine. I glimpse token foreign goods glowing through the sliding windows: a nuggety Pepsi bottle, Mars bar, eau de cologne. Five real Ecuadorian bananas, instead of the pulpy, algae-green Cuban variety.
I gaze up at the satellite saucers perched on rooftops, all week beaming footage of Germans hacking the Berlin Wall to rubble — one year on. Snow stings my nose. We approach Paveletskaya Metro Station, a dim illuminated M mounted on the low entrance. A crowd mills around the swinging doors. We hold hands to avoid separation as it heaves us towards the escalators. Lamps light a descent otherwise black and bottomless as a coal shaft. The escalators flatten out, discharging us onto the platform.
Boarding the train to a scratchy loudspeaker announcement — Watch out for the closing doors. Next station is Avtozavodskaya — we wedge in a corner of the carriage. The train roars out of the tunnel and hurtles towards the bridge over the Moscow River. Floes drift towards the shallows, grey sediment churning in their wake. Our carriage sways then slows. Avtozavodskaya. Dear passengers, when alighting please do not forget your things.
We disembark and ride the up-escalators. People surge by on our left as the red-faced woman in the supervision booth screams ‘Keep right’ into a failing microphone.
Outside, in a small park trodden to sludge is a foodstuffs market. Swarthy refugees from the Caucasus squat beside polished scales, tomatoes arrayed in plump pyramids, pails of cucumbers trucked in from Voskresensky. A hubbub of passersby comes to cluck at the outrageous prices and chide them as spekulanty. One woman stands on tiptoe and waves both arms in the air, miming runaway inflation. The young stallholder gives a wan smile, grimy palms turned out in a gesture of resignation. Corduroy jacket crumpled, trouser cuffs flapping in the breeze, he looks anything but a sleek profiteer. Any day the city police will arrive to smash his stall, haul him off to the watch house, and deport him back to Chechnya at his own expense. High prices are a kind of down payment, pre-emptive strike.
The entrance to State Women’s Polyclinic No. 13 is two steps below street level, doorway grill hosed clean. Slimy boot marks, like a breakout of eels, squiggle across the parquetry. Astringent hospital smells, zealous applications of ammonia or carbolic acid or both, drift from intersecting corridors. Orderlies wheeling trolleys pursue medicos with wooden clipboards. Anna sees a different doctor each month but they all wear stained gowns and an air of twitchy fatigue. She approaches the receptionist who glances up from her typewriter, tears our appointment slip in two and points us towards some unoccupied wooden chairs.
Despite the buttock-chilling seats, Anna’s forehead is shiny with sweat. Edging closer I take off her glove and begin massaging her palm. Her brittle jauntiness is at once an attempt to ward off despair and her signal for me to swallow my hurt. Even at her lowest ebb she does not need my solace. Now is no time to blunder into the trespassers-will-be-prosecuted realm of our marriage.
A doctor, younger than the others, auburn ringlets straying from a bun, pauses at the front desk. The ECG chart under her arm shows violent oscillations trailing away to a flat red line. After a brief heads-together conversation with the receptionist she turns towards us.
‘Anna Anatolyevna Kurguzikova?’
I barely have time to squeeze Anna’s hand for luck before she stands and follows the doctor to a curtained cubicle.
I count heads inside the waiting room. I’m on nodding terms with most of the regular patients whose husbands and boyfriends have dropped away over the months. Four head-scarved veterans of obstetrics wards wait to escort daughters home. The usual twenty or so teenage victims of state-issue condoms that burst and split like figs, sitting with legs crossed in penitence, hoping peritonitis will not be the price this time. One shot Anna a glare for jumping the queue. The clinic accords higher priority to terminating misbegotten lives than helping infertile couples to conceive. Not by much — with each visit it is getting harder to say which is the bigger epidemic.
But today is definitive. A prognosis will ensue. Last month’s specialist gave us a longer than usual corridor explanation during which she mentioned the dreaded word endometriosis three times. Over three years I have become conversant with the most common gynaecological disorders and the admission that endometriosis is only now being seriously investigated doesn’t bear contemplation. I don’t — can’t — remember what today’s examination entails. For all the specialists’ skill and gentleness, the procedures are too close to rape; state-sponsored rape at that. Once again I wish my sperm count is anything other than healthy and undiminished.
Needing distraction, my gaze settles on the poster above the receptionist’s desk. It has hung there since we began attending the clinic, but some patriotic element within the hospital administration recently ordered it reframed in brass. Acquiring lustre as the parquetry fades and mildew creeps up the walls, a woman, blonde curls peeping out from a cap, wearing twilled blue serge cut broad across the shoulders, stands before a relief map of the USSR, its rivers and floodplains aqua wrinkles on pink. She carries a bundle the size and shape of a baby. Neither flesh nor features are visible. What disturbs me most, even more than the Order of Lenin adorning her breast — red ribbon with gold trim, medallion, hammer, sickle, wheat panicles and red star framing the leader’s face — is the absence of self-absorbed radiance I associate with young mothers. Instead, staring straight ahead she holds the child at arms’ length, in propitiation.
A wall heater throbs into life. Dusk shadows fall across the room. With winter encroaching I can tell the time by their crisp edges. Every now and again the receptionist draws herself upright, and — with the élan of a conservatory soloist — punches out a sentence, manual carriage squealing back into lock. The curtain creaks open and the auburn-haired doctor emerges. Her bun will surely unravel by shift end.
‘Vassili Sergeyevich?’
I already prefer her to the others. She looks less defeated or crushed under absurd case loads. The respectful patronymic settles the matter. To older staff I am a snarled Kurguzikov. If, that is, they deign to address a male interloper.
With a toss of her head she motions me inside the cubicle. Anna, naked except for a wraparound gown, lies over a rubber sheet, both knees protruding over the side of the trolley. When I bend over the pillow she opens her eyes and glares at me with such hostility I recoil. Propping herself on one elbow, she turns to the doctor. ‘Could you please give us a minute?’ She swallows as though the sedative has dried out her mouth.
I slide the curtain around, prop on the edge of the bed, reach across. She clamps hands to cheeks, rolls into foetal position. ‘Milaya, why so hopeless? So your cycle’s out of rhythm. Doesn’t every woman get that at some point? Didn’t the specialist two months ago tell us it is a self-correcting fluctuation common at your age? Next month it’ll be something else. It doesn’t have to mean infertility.’
‘This time it’s different,’ she wails. ‘Something’s not right — I know my own body.’
‘I understand.’ I have ready the usual bromides. That it is only natural to fear the worst, still we should guard against self-fulfilling despair. Given Moscow’s ravaged ecology it isn’t unusual for couples to wait twelve months or longer to conceive, it doesn’t have to mean early menopause… but she doesn’t let me finish.
‘No, you don’t. You can’t understand a woman’s pain, and don’t you dare pretend otherwise.’
The doctor pokes her head through the parting in the curtain. ‘Vassili Sergeyevich? It’s closing time. Let’s talk in the office.’ She sets off at jogging pace, high heels clicking rhythm. The specialists’ office is hemmed in with steel filing cabinets, bottom draws sliding open, manila case note folders and clipboards jutting over shelves. A wooden table for eight serves as communal workspace. She sits at one end, pats down a hairpin, blinks redness from her eyes, massages each temple in turn with her forefinger.
‘She might be a bit groggy from the Fentanyl for a day or two, which isn’t such a bad thing. Might even help her cope a bit better.’ Her clinical poise seems to slip for a moment. She raises her hand to continue. ‘Vassili Sergeyevich, I found what I hoped I wouldn’t. The endometriosis has damaged your wife’s uterus and the scar tissue spreads every month. There’s no kind way of saying this, but from here it will take a miracle.’
‘Why?’
‘Lead residues in the air. Too much red meat. Too little red meat. Genetic deficiency. Deep-seated fear of motherhood. There are more theories than cases. We’re not talking medicine any more, you might just as well ask a priest.’
I thank her and hurry back to the cubicle. Anna is straightening a crimp in one stocking. Smoothing the sheet over the mattress, she tucks it in with immaculate hospital triangles and makes for the front door. We don coats and gloves in the waiting area, deserted except for the cleaning woman swishing a mop across a floor in a scything motion recalling hay harvests. She wrenches the bolt barring the jamb to let us out.
Judging from the tomato pulp and snapped-off trestle legs scattered over the snow, the police have paid a visit to the market. The pavement has turned into an ice-rink. I stumble along, a bear on skates. Anna’s figure slims in the dark. A drunk weaves out from a copse of trees, blocking my path. I shove one hand into the man’s chest. He slurs obscenities, falling backwards. Looking around for Anna, I lose my own footing and both knees strike the ice, cushioning the blow to my face. Wiping granules from my lips, I glance around at the drunk, an upended turtle writhing on his back, then along the road. Anna is lost from view.
I catch up at our courtyard. When we arrive home she flings off her coat, and wipes the muck off our shoes with a rag stiff with old dirt. Without waiting for the tea to draw she pours a cup, sits at the table, head buried in hands. Eyes smarting from the harsh light of the ceiling lamp I cross to the kitchen window and look over birch tops to oblong apartment towers. At this hour they remind me of giant glinting dominoes.
★
Anna’s breath, even and unlaboured as the tide, stirs behind me. I risk a glance into the bedroom. Dark tresses droop over the pillowslip, shrouding her pale face. Her child-sized body is a forked ridge, now swelling, now subsiding. A glass of stale water is the only object on the table beside her. She has lain there for two days and nights since the prognosis, wrenching up the sheets if she senses me trying to rouse her.
Around midnight I crept like a thief into the study, marked tests, hung washing on the clothes rack that occupies our tiny glassed-in balcony. To sleep elsewhere would be tantamount to abandoning her, even if there was space in our cramped apartment.
Returning to my desk, I slid open the drawer and took out my photo of Anna on the bed. In deference to the elderly woman at the framing studio, everything below collarbone height was cropped out. In the original she sprawled the length of the mattress, legs akimbo. Her severe expression belied the old mischief. A stranger would misread arrogance in her regal chin. It tells a story for which I am the only rightful audience.
★
To mark the end of our honeymoon, Anna traced a line down the middle of our living room. At the time I thought she was joking. Now it needs redrawing. Ragged but distinct, it runs along the parquetry to the black and white Silelis television — outlying province, my very own Kaliningrad, portal to the regimes toppling around it. On ugly castor legs, thick bakelite rim, its screen is square with rounded corners. My half of the room, the desk draped with English-language texts and journals, the armchair with its rotating pile of unfolded clothes, ends at the oak chest she dusts daily when well, weekly when not. Beside the chest is my turntable, a Korvet 038 with a pop-up lid whose blunt stylus skips tracks, ruining her favourite dance standards one by one, tethering me to her masochism, masquerading as thrift.
Inside the corner cupboard with the wonky latch, next to the flour stash, glass goblets from Gus-Hrustal tinted cerulean and a broad-lipped vessel of Kostromo holy water, she has concealed her icon of Saint Tatiana, maternal heirloom and namesake. Two years ago? Three? Whenever one treatment cul-de-sac too many has driven her to medieval incantations, some mornings, rarely when I am present, she lights a candle and recites the Akathist to Our Lady, her murmurings softer than dreams. She kneels before a palm-sized frosted-enamel rectangle a foreigner might buy for three times its value at Izmailovsky Market. How does piety find such an unlikely repository? A defence scientist steeped in the empirical.
★
I ladle my inexpert porridge, by turns watery and clotted, into a floral bowl. Fine-spun flakes, tiny cartwheels, settle on the windowsill. Snow is for dead poets. For me it signifies five o’clock dusk, mud on carpets, chipped nails and pallid skin from vitamin deficiency. The stuff below lies in shards, porcelain dropped from a height. It is a clear, if smog-tinted morning. White bedsheets drape balconies opposite.
Our kitchen is neutral ground. Here we often sit bobbing lemon slivers in tea and watching children file through the schoolyard below, scarves bound to throats. Maria Alexandrovna, her trolley laden with potatoes, shuffles across the yard. Gorbachev’s reforms were supposed to do away with tyrants of every stripe but our crafty old Stalinist is the local Housing Committee boss. As if that wasn’t enough power to satisfy your average megalomaniac, she got herself appointed as our apartment manager ahead of privatisation, with self-ordained power to hike rents and evict at whim. She grilled us four times before issuing our apartment permit despite, perhaps because of my parents’ intercession on our behalf. At each interrogation a pockmarked hulk, lips like a scrawl, a security guard sat behind her. The old crabapple conceived a son? If so, the ultimate injustice.
Between coughing fits she read aloud the codicils of the residency laws, all ten pages. ‘Remember, no unauthorised comings and goings. I’m not running a guesthouse here. There’s hundreds breaking their necks for apartments so don’t imagine you’ll get away with any misbehaviour. If I had my way you’d be waiting even longer.’ She brandished our permit in her withered paw, crumpling it almost beyond use.
The trail of Maria Alexandrovna’s trolley curves round the garage, a prefabricated shell just large enough to house Boris. Since our June weekend at the dacha he has skulked there like a pet in disgrace.
I place my porridge in the fridge for later, fish out the crumpled wad of Lenin’s-head tenners stowed in the cupboard alongside and practice counting them with an exchange dealer’s dexterity. Sums involving more than a thousand roubles drive me to distraction. Anna doles out my housekeeping money in careful instalments.
On my way downstairs I am reminded why. The dreaded trolley creaks. Maria Alexandrovna rounds the flight of steps to our floor. Her birch cane which she still bangs on the ceiling whenever our lovemaking gets too loud, punctuates her mutterings as she nears the landing. We haven’t disturbed her much these past months.
I’m trapped. Whenever our paths cross she announces rent increases, as a rule retrospective, easier to skim the difference. Not that she terrifies me but today she is one problem too many. Ducking into the elevator is out of the question. Her laboured ascent signals that the tradesmen have once again failed to perform their monthly maintenance check.
Seconds remain to squeeze into the narrow space behind the communal rubbish chute. Hessian bags bursting with potatoes and trussed together with octopus straps rest against the chute, blocking out daylight. Gasping from her exertions she slumps over her trolley frame, her phlegmy smell mingling with cat piss and cabbage parings. Forcing herself upright she staggers off. I wait for the rattle of her lock before tiptoeing downstairs.

★
MARRIAGE
★

Ice clods litter pavements. The bread queue snakes the length of the store. People kick mulch, hands shoved deep into pockets. I walk a semicircle past the entrance where an assistant, her white apron stained with chicken juice, admits small groups whenever a corresponding number emerge from the exit alongside. The rest shuffle forward in tandem. Two women begin shoving each other for a disputed place. One lurches backwards, triggering a chain reaction. Those behind keep their footing by swaying sideways, deflecting the pressure onwards until it curls away and dissipates at the tail. The assistant slides the bolts across the entrance and disappears inside. The queue surges forward. Half a dozen fists bang the door to no avail.
Drifting with the crowd through a flea market outside Park Kultury Metro, I meander past rickety stalls laden with suspicious looking cans of tomato paste, Made in Italy labels crooked, stewed fruit, castoff galoshes, foldout guides to the Moscow Metro. Babushkas cross themselves, calico begging bags alongside them on the ground. Prices are scrawled on cardboard nailed to sticks. Someone’s ghetto blaster plays a hit song to a chugging backbeat. Oily puddles shine rainbow iridescence. Vendors on every street corner create the illusion of random movement. Communism might be on its deathbed but shoppers keep their undeviating stride, wielding bags to bullock a path through. I miss the creaking coupon system, the companionable grumbling while lined up for rations of lumpy butter and coagulated coffee. Today it suits my mood to roam the markets, spend my morning off pretending to bargain-spot, revisiting old haunts, recapturing my bearings.
Forget the day ahead, more to the point.
After the last students departed yesterday, autumn seminar over, my father left me a note. We MUST talk tomorrow. 12 md my office. Since the mushrooming expedition there have been no more dinner parties, yet my teaching load doubled. The portents are mixed. What troubles me is the fact of the note. Stealth is not in my father’s armoury. I am being softened up. Whatever awaits me can’t be good.
I ponder the skyline, its ossified landmarks risible metaphors. Moscow overreaches. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is a tiered anthill. Ostankino Tower’s upper half evokes a needle and filled syringe, its revolving restaurant a washer-ring on a pipe. The remaining cityscape? Bad dentistry.
Communism’s residual glory lies beneath a flight of escalators. I descend to Park Kultury Metro. Black and grey granite tiles, clean and homely as a carpet, invite lingering. Cream green-veined marble pylons, white vaults with beehive cornices, a line of hexagonal chandeliers down the middle of the platform hall runs all the way to Maxim Gorky’s tiled portrait. Gorky’s ruddy jowls and moustache eclipse his mentor Stalin’s. I count twenty-six disc-shaped bas-reliefs of Soviet youth at play. A footballer balances ball on hip. A couple dance the two-step while two crouching young men assemble a rocket launcher from the ground up.
Train headlights burn in the tunnel. I walk to the far end of the platform where shadows dart beneath the dimmed vault. I trip over an Afghan war veteran whose crutches, propped against a bench, are taller than his legless torso. The Order of the October Revolution — a gilt star superimposed on silver rays — hangs from a blue ribbon sewn on his coat. His face is immobile behind Pepsi-bottle glasses. Two fifteen-kopek coins rest in his begging cap. When he was a young soldier scouting for mujahadeen landmines, fifteen kopeks bought a decent choc-topped icecream or a double pass to the latest Hollywood overdub. Inflation has eroded their real value to zero. The government retains them as phone booth tokens rather than melt down all that surplus metal.
I step into the last carriage, around puppies and kittens peeping out of carry bags. Is the unsung achievement of Moscow Metro the transportation of one pet per owner, delivering them unscathed in their zippered cocoons? Breaking with my usual purchase of a cheap weekly from the station newsstand lets me study my fellow commuters. Mud-spattered runners with big eyelets outnumber stilettos and calf-high boots. The gender divide begins from the knees up. Firetruck-red vinyl raincoats are still popular among secretaries, if no longer current high fashion. Men too young for reading glasses favour charcoal slacks over Lee denims, windbreakers over anoraks.
One thing hasn’t changed. Whether sitting, standing, or swaying on the edge of exhaustion, Muscovites remain avid readers. But today subscribers to august publications like Literaturnaya Gazeta or even the middlebrow Argumenty i Fakty appear few and far between. The men rub stubble against Seks i Skandal, which features doe-eyed models lounging beneath headlines. Pages three and onwards are devoted to personal columns and escort agencies. Just five years ago these would have been officially denounced as Western pornographic bilge.
The women devour pulp romances, quick and dirty translations of Barbara Cartland and Rosemary Rodgers in yellowing paperback. Their flimsy spines barely withstand cover-to-cover reading. Sexual emancipation subdivides along gender lines. Hardy romanticism and sweaty-palmed prurience.
Bizarre segregation at close quarters. My story writ large.
Only one man reads Pravda, the government mouthpiece that perestroika and glasnost — current bywords for rebuilding and openness — have reduced to fulminating impotence. Fiftyish, attired in ankle-length serge overcoat and matching brogues. I suspect he carries lunch (brown bread and sausage) in his clasp-top briefcase. He holds the newspaper at arms’ length, as intent as a blueprint for a Lada prototype, ruminating on its contents from behind black rimmed spectacles manufactured in Lada's heyday. Laser graphics fill the carriage walls behind him, advertising shares in Siberian oil ventures, bank dividends, the recently issued ‘government citizen voucher’. I feel an unexpected twinge of empathy. We are both picking through the rubble for scraps of absolute truth.
He, half the carriage and I get out at Lubyanka, the station nearest the Central Scientific Research Institute for Automated Antisubmarine Radar. Close as I’ll ever get to Anna’s office. Her threadbare pretext for never meeting me at work is that relatives, especially spouses, are forbidden access. Granted, with the blind turns through courtyard archways and the double-sentry checkpoint by the car park, a disoriented tourist might fancy he has stumbled into the very seat of military might. The institute is a titanium-grey Soviet Vatican that competes against shadowy consortia to design interception systems for submarines Gorbachev, Reagan and Bush bartered away. Although on the periphery of the military industrial complex six or seven removes from the weapons themselves, the arms race is a sprint and intrays sag beneath commissions. Or so Anna leads me to believe. Little trickles down into wages or meals. Her monthly payslip, in scurrying dot print, erodes to one week’s supply of bread, tea, lemons and a saucer of jam or equals a cabbage, runty carrots and two kilos of mud-caked potatoes. We pretend to work and they pretend to pay us. The communist saw in action.
Anna’s working day begins at eight-thirty sharp. Clocking on late risks having to write a grovelling apology, repeat offences a wage cut. Dark braids intact (she spends twenty minutes each morning fixing her hair), she stays into the evenings, doing what I can’t begin to fathom. Sometimes I wonder if Anna’s scientific bent contributes to her condition. Unnameable, invisible, the cause of her infertility lies deep within. Some organic defect, genetic betrayal. No way of finding out, no obvious line of inquiry.
★
Fresh from our honeymoon, a blissful week alone at the dacha, we load the mattress and packed boxes into Sergey's Trabant and drive to our new apartment. Anna alights first. ‘Race you!’
Sprinting away she reaches the entrance first, pays way too much for two red carnations from the vendor at the entrance. The crone can’t believe her luck. Anna swats me with hers, smears my face with petal dust. Feint, lunge, parry — my stem snaps against her throat. Flinging up her arms in surrender, she kisses me hard. Gasping from laughter and exertion, we toss the flowers, drag out the mattress from the back seat into the elevator, drag it end-up through our front door and onto its slat base. Anna steps around the packing boxes and dives belly first. Springs protest.
‘Careful. It’s stood there for all of two seconds, and you’re doing your best to break it.’
‘We’ve given it such a thrashing this last week it’s a wonder it’s lasted this long. Where’s the camera? Have a look in the box with the cutlery. I want you to take a picture of Madam lounging on her queen-size. Then I’ll do you.’
I squat at the foot of the bed, take three identical shots. Untidy composition. Anna has on baggy old jeans for the removals and the background is washed-out grey — but her face should emerge.
‘Come on Anyushka, we’ve got six boxes in the car, half the furniture left to collect, all our clothes to put away. Then we can celebrate.’
I'm Trying on for size her straight-ahead practicality. Not the least delightful part of being just married is the easy role swaps, power a baton passed back and forth. Let it always be like this.
‘What’s the rush? We’ve got a bed, a fridge, running water.’ Her face turns wistful. ‘The living room would make a great little dance studio, wouldn’t it? Two or three students at a time. Put the turntable in the corner here.’
Transformed to Odette, she springs up, catches my rebuke, snaps back to the present. ‘Okay, what’s to come? Kitchen table, four chairs, study desk, lamp…’
‘So let’s decide what goes where before we lug things five floors.’
‘Simple. Kitchen’s mine, study’s yours, split the rest down the middle.’ She duck-walks backwards, tracing a dead-straight line lengthways across the parquetry with her big toe. Pauses, tenderness vying with irritation. ‘Oh Vasya, do I have to hold up a sign every time I tell a joke? C’mon, Maria needs a thrill.’
She pulls me down to the bed, pinions me with strong legs. We do it clothes on, the mattress shrieking faster and louder to the rapping of our landlady’s cane, all the way to a giggling, juddering, sawing climax.
★
Let it always be like this. Back then I was in one kind of marriage. Two years on, SNAP. I find myself in another. It happens, I suppose, the world over. Honeymoon is show and tell. The rest? Fill in the gaps.
Capping all the exquisite ironies of marriage — which is saying something — I’d vouch for prepubescent Anna, the story she told me during our first time alone at the dacha, now a recurring dream, over the redacted version I fuck (now and again), sleep, eat, quarrel and commiserate with. Age fourteen on, she is an ironclad mystery.
★
Her parents’ last conversation, Anna is sure, took place on the morning of her birth, outside Kaluga Maternity Hospital’s clanging gate. Anatoly, whose local connections did not extend to Moscow’s best facilities, voiced trepidation. Grim tales seeped through the dank walls. Women gave birth alone on chairs or cubicles, afterwards lay on gurneys in the corridor for days on end. In a good week bedpans were changed with the laundry, floors and bathrooms cleaned monthly. Eyes popping from the contractions, Tatiana was beyond protest.
Anatoly Ivanovich Kuplinov was a man unused to hearing nyet in his hometown. Two-metres height, lanky reach and lethal right hook promising a boxing career, he opted instead for football. By nineteen he was an impassable praying mantis of a goalie, captaining the Kaluga State University team that made the regional finals three years running. In tandem with, later eclipsed by off-field distinction pioneering refinements in antisubmarine electronic radar systems, paving his ascension to director of Kaluga Typhoon Radar Instrument Manufacturing Institute where he assembled a team of hungry young talent. From his mid twenties he produced a patented breakthrough on average twice a year, sandbagging his reputation against his curious choice of wife.
Centuries-old tradition nevertheless barred him from this female sanctum. The nurses undressed Tatiana, issued her as to everyone, a dirty gown, wads of rough linen to staunch bleeding and other emissions and slippers with flapping insteps. Patients could summon aid only by screaming loudest and longest. Ten women to a ward, toilets holes in the floor across the corridor. Effectively they were prisoners.
Anatoly paced in the courtyard consoling himself that his wife would not be treated as one more knocked-up trollop. Other fathers in waiting huddled in the shifting shade of an oak tree, shared flasks of vodka, and tried to bribe afternoon staff to smuggle in food parcels. They resorted to scaling the tree to peer through the broken window on the second floor. One after another teetered on the crook of a head-high fork, then jumped to safety. They looked at Anatoly hopefully; he was the youngest, tallest, steadiest on his feet. As he balanced on the bough they passed him a parcel of clean bed linen tied by the corners, bread husks and apples wrapped inside. His toss was fractionally low and left and it fell to the ground, unravelling on impact. He could see ten beds, five by two, the women moaning on their backs, bedclothes drawn up to each pillow. One — who didn’t sound like Tatiana but he couldn’t be sure — roared. ‘Morphine, for love of Christ!’ He shinned down.
One card left to play. Around seven o’clock Anatoly accosted Klavdiya Ivanovna, the night matron presenting for duty and reminded her that Igor, her oldest son, was Anatoly’s protégé at the institute. She made a magnanimous pantomime of admitting him, highly irregular, indeed unprecedented though it was. He trailed her to the babies’ ward. In one cot marked with his wife’s initials a newborn hyperventilated. Klavdiya let him hold Anna, wiped away the green-black meconium, then took him to Tatiana. She lay on a trolley where the corridor turned, draped in a sheet from the shoulders down. Klavdiya tearfully assured him that Tatiana Kirillovna Kuplinova’s lethal perinatal septicaemia — provincial euphemism for someone forgetting to wash their hands — was swift and sudden. But they should not linger and risk spreading the infection. He touched her hand, brushed her clammy forehead with his lips and turned away.
Sickly and underweight, infant Anna withstood a week of intensive care. She brought home whooping cough and recurring intestinal infections, each leaving her weaker than the last, armour-plating her constitution. The doctors gave up. By rights, Anatoly should have buried her before her second birthday. Together with a succession of wet nurses and chaperones Anatoly raised her as best he could in their ribbed-oak terem he’d built himself. Relieved she was a compliant child, her school reports a guaranteed pleasure, he taught her to swim and hoe potatoes, cabbages and onions from their plot. At three by four metres it was small enough for her to tend more or less unsupervised from the time she turned eight. In the corner nearest the river towered a sunflower which, like her, thrived on neglect, grew twenty centimetres each year and sprouted pods of black and brindle seeds she chewed in summer. Behind wooden stakes and chicken wire dangled an opaque mesh of blackberries, dogwood and lilac fronds.
The house perched just high enough over a rapid stretch of the Oka River to withstand April snowmelt and the once-a-decade flood that left it a metre or so nearer to landslip. As the ice receded, the Oka deposited its churn of chocolate topsoil, and driftwood herringboned the high water mark downstream. Floes, dashed and splintered, woke Anna with groans or a sharp tap as though someone was trapped under the floorboards.
Sometimes in the small hours, her father, not otherwise aesthetically inclined, played Swan Lake on the turntable. Sinuous soundtrack to Anna’s childhood.
Every May holidays he left her with neighbours and journeyed to a Crimean sanatorium that treated multiple ailments — bad heart, ulcer, others less tangible — returning invigorated for a week or so. A succession of women took her mother’s place, never for long. He brought home harvest surplus from the sovkhoz — pickled cucumbers, eggs and sour cream, carrots. She took delight in their mutant corkscrewing roots. She ate for two while he spent evenings at his institute, and taught herself to make borscht that he sipped and put aside. The gaunter he grew, the harder she strove to conjure up fare superior to the sum of its base ingredients.
To his badgering ten year old he let slip that her mother had been a dancer and bit-part actress, permanent understudy. She’d been in a folk troupe that toured all fifteen Soviet republics five months of each year, much to his chagrin delaying children beyond her reproductive peak. All the while Tatiana dreamed of playing Odette, Tchaikovsky’s dying swan, at the Bolshoi. The tuberculosis she contracted in the Urals slowed and eventually ended her stage career and she was misdiagnosed as infertile.
‘A vagabond profession,’ he growled at Anna, thumping the table. ‘They all come to a bad end. Don’t follow in her footsteps.’ Resembling Tatiana as she did, he enjoined Anna never to broach the subject again. When she was ready he would walk her through the layered contents of the wooden chest at the foot of the stairs. She acquiesced until the morning of her fourteenth birthday. A wicker basket in each hand, newspaper placed at the bottom of each to smooth corrugations, picnic rug covering bathing suit and towel in one, protective hat, anti-mosquito lotion, retractable penknife, water bottle and Anna Karenina in the other, she was off to the swimming hole, then mushrooming — defying his expectation that she spend the long August days harvesting the plot, especially now the Moscow Olympics were over.
The Games cracked open their secluded world. Hitherto, television consisted of harvest reports, tractor displays, space expeditions, bubble-headed cosmonauts, and Five-Year Plans fulfilled to the letter. Suited drones, leaders she knew she ought but mostly failed to recognise, gave out Hero of Labour medals for record production. Celebrating a seventh assembly line for the Voronezh winter boot factory, reflecting overwhelming global demand for quality, including the fraternal states of Africa and Cuba. She wouldn’t have associated Cuba with severe winters, but there you are. Smiling families in far north Murmansk moving into free, spacious apartments. According to the lugubrious commentary regurgitated on radio and the copies of Pravda her father brought home, the very fact the 1980 Games went ahead, constituted the real triumph over the American-led boycott in response to the Afghan war.
When on his return from Crimea that May they went shopping at Peace Square, they saw busloads of children from the capital arriving for Young Pioneer camps, or to be billeted with local relatives for the duration of the Games, safe from foreigners. Viewed through grimy windows they jiggled with excitement. Ahead lay a golden summer of sailing, canoeing, swimming, hiking, hijinks, singing round bonfires, friendships cemented. Anatoly opined that harvest brigades awaited orphans and other misfits, adding he had pulled strings to exempt her due to his ill-health.
Other shabbier buses brought in adults. 'Dissidents', muttered her father. Malcontents, journalists and people of that ilk who should count themselves lucky they were not facing a longer stay in a colder place much further east. As it was they were being sent down river to Tarusa, where a loose community of artists and writers in varying degrees of disfavour lived in benign internal exile.
Soviet Central Television broadcast the opening ceremony, much taken up with Shostakovian fanfare, human pyramids, children astride hobby horses, and ubiquitous Misha the dancing smiling bear cub. Wistfully Anna recalled her one and only rag doll, Dashenka, who she loved to bits. Giddy from touchdown, cosmonauts Ryumin and Popov beamed well wishes from Mission Soyuz 35 via a giant screen above the podium. The outgoing Olympic President, Englishman Lord Killanin praised the athletes for their independence, putting sport above politics. Brezhnev doddered to the microphone and in a firm voice declared the Games open.
Anna watched dashes from A to B, aquatic or on land. Apoplectic basketball commentary. Equestrian pomp. A brawl between the Soviet and Hungarian water polo teams. Her father’s laconic explanation; ‘We put down a rebellion there in 1956. Not all the locals were happy.’
It all left Anna cold.
Enter Nadia Comaneci on a balance beam. Eighteen, a Montreal 1976 veteran, she of the perfect ten, Nadia’s name alluded to the Russian word for hope. Her mother Stefania confided on television that she had thought of the name while seven months pregnant and watching a tearjerker adaptation of Yevgeniy Onegin. Nadia was again a medal magnet. When it came to counting gold, borders proved elastic. Romanian Nadia was one of us, with the diplomatic nous to run second in the individual tally behind Yelena Davydova. The USSR dominated the overall medals count with one hundred and ninety five gold.
After the lachrymose closing ceremony — thousands of red Misha balloons released — Soviet Central Television showed a two-hour performance of Swan Lake by the Kirov Ballet. Anatoly harrumphed and went upstairs. Anna was transfixed. Sport had nothing on ballet. Corps de ballet deliquesced, squares into circles into rectangles into ellipses. Not one mistake.
Gymnasts washed up at twenty. But she might yet make a dancer. First she had to master movement on all surfaces and in all weathers. Anna dropped broad hints that skates were her dream birthday present. Their tacit bargain was that Anatoly always met her requests within reason, but she forfeited cake and other fripperies beyond his domestic competence. And, it went without saying, anything that might evoke the shadow anniversary.
A peep an hour or two early couldn’t hurt — she heard him stow something in the chest the evening before. She flipped open the hasps, guided the lid upwards, its hinge elbows straining towards the underside of the stairs. She had to be quick. Any moment he would descend for his Sunday morning tea and wafer.
There they were, silver flanges protruding from wax paper. She lifted them up, exposing a wedding certificate alongside a triptych of photographs, the middle and largest her parents’ wedding at Kaluga ZAGS, the registry of births, deaths, marriages and divorce. Framed in squeaky birch, its corner joins were slipping where the resin had flaked off. 15/2/1966 scratched into the bottom right corner. Six months and thirteen days before their joint birthday/bereavement, 28 August 1966. Aha. So she was not so much unplanned as planned against, illegitimacy literally papered over by the certificate lying flat in its sleeve. It confirmed she was born in Kaluga. Tatiana hailed from Kazan.
The solemn young couple committed signatures to a long life together, flanked by sundry relatives whose even grimmer faces and disappearance thereafter spoke of disapproval. Eyes specks behind horn-rimmed glasses, the etiolated groom craned over his petite betrothed in white dress and veil. Underneath the certificate the dress itself, folded Papa-style. Beyond ironing. Ditto his wedding suit. A silk-embroidered dancer’s leotard, pearly-white, pleated along the hem, lay beneath. Pale pink ballerina slippers, insoles rubbed through. A makeup kit with a silver shell clasp exuded a pressed-flower scent.
Anna studied the two smaller photographs — her mother’s warring angels. Good Tatiana at the registry table, only closer up pensive, troubled even. What to read into Tatiana’s hand clutching at her stomach? Alongside, Tatiana’s libertine alter ego in Armenian folk regalia, red and gold belted tunic, turret hat, backstage (a curtain rucked on one side). The second frame captured her side on, hair loose, laughing, head thrown back.
The photographs in turn concealed an ornate jade rubric of Tatiana’s death certificate, its salient details consistent with the other documents and, piecing together his evasions, the bare facts her father divulged. Assorted clothes formed the second last layer — a stole-trimmed coat, a green strapless muslin dress, some shapeless cotton underwear. At the very bottom were four LPs bound with perishing rubber bands: Swan Lake, a watercolour of a willow-fringed lake adorning its bevelled sleeve, Rachmaninov’s Piano Concerto No. 2, Glinka’s folk opera Ruslan and Lyudmila, Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf. As she rummaged an icon rolled loose from inside the dress, tapping the steel bottom of the chest. Anna froze, closed the lid, and waited for any movements upstairs. She lifted it again and set about restoring the contents to their pristine state.
The study where he obsessed over blueprints, was also her father's bedroom. The one and only time she entered without knocking — she must have been six — he sprang from his chair, hands pincers. At first she laughed, thinking he was in a rare playful mood, Big Bad Wolf monstering Little Red Riding Hood in his lair. He kept advancing. Only when she screamed did he let his arms drop.
She eased the back door open and crept out into the torpid heat, stood on tiptoe to winkle a palmful of seeds from the sunflower, cracked each longways, and chewed two kernels at a time. Swinging her baskets, she took the doglegged path that diverged from the river, inert here, green algae encrusting the shallows where the May torrent had subsided. Ahead of her a bow-legged babushka carried a bucket to the spring. Anna froze, looked away. Parable held that if an old woman’s bucket were empty, misfortune awaited the beholder.
Kaluga had a ragged, grafted-on periphery, or rather peripheries. Up popped yet another apartment block, the surrounding area cleared for construction and left to thistle. Broken crescents of six-storey kommunalki on a low ridge, slapped together in post-war reconstruction haste, peeped over the swaying treetops. Whole families to a room, living space measured by centimetres. The sanitary norm was nine square metres per person. Queuing three hours to use the stove.
She passed her school, a two-storey red-brick rectangle. Further on The Museum of Atheism — church dismantled, iconostasis gutted and concealed with a flimsy cotton screen, cupolas lopped to four stalks like spent wicks of firecrackers. School groups were ushered in, lectured on the perfidy of religion, a farrago of superstition, the guide’s singsong rising to an accusing crescendo. This year’s sprightly veteran, jacket bedecked with medals, led them to the fresco of the Virgin Mary on a plastered pillar, space cut behind it. ‘Everyone know her?’ Without waiting for their answers, he sneered. ‘It is a miraculous Virgin. Why miraculous? Because it cries when you look at it. Watch this.’ He disappeared behind the painting. Tears soaked the Virgin’s cheeks. ‘Now come here,’ he ordered unseen. The class pondered a contraption fashioned from a bucket of water filled to the level of her forehead, a rubber ball and twin siphons with tubes to her eyes.
Yonder, hidden in a birch grove was Tsiolkovsky’s house. Over Anna’s right shoulder the museum to the eponymous father of Soviet rocket science, steel spire fingering the cosmos. By far her best day of school was the class excursion there in June last year, to mark the start of summer holidays. Inside the museum a dazzling assembly of Lunokhod space rovers, Vostok-1 modules, suited cosmonauts staring through visors, lenses, launchers, stations and consoles they took brief turns to manipulate. Lunch outside in the rocket park, where a bronze Gagarin smiled and spread his arms heavenward. On to Tsiolkovsky’s house, double storey like hers but airtight, anticipating his rocket prototypes. Riverside, a gorgeous corona of lilacs at their zenith. Visitors picked through the exhibits chronicling Tsiolkovsky’s achievements, galleys of his science fiction works and epitaph. Earth is the cradle of humanity but one cannot remain in the cradle forever. Konstantin Eduardovich Tsiolkovsky himself, crusty and bespectacled like her father, a silky prophet’s beard. He and Anatoly Ivanovich would have hit it off splendidly.
The path skirted a sprawling junkyard of harvester wheels, inner tubes, braces, clapped-out gearboxes and sundry other tractor parts; detritus from an ancient flood. A century hence, archaeologists would salivate. On top of a hillock the road divided. A right turn went to the collective farm. Anna smiled at its freshly painted emblem — a Soviet man and woman, he holding aloft a hammer to her sickle — scarlet already tinged brown. The last hundred yards to the gate had been repaved for a visiting dignitary. Anna knew these fields too well, having been conscripted to potato harvests when seven. Low-slung physique a crucial advantage, she had plucked tubers from gluepot clay, tossing away those with insides rotten from burrowing grubs. Her tallies put to shame nine and ten-year-olds scrabbling behind her. At the end of the week, standing under potato avalanches waiting to roll, the farm manager presented her — the sole recipient — with a Little Octobrist medallion, a five-pointed star with Lenin’s visage commemorating the 1917 Revolution, and lauded her efforts at which point everyone clapped.
The left fork led back towards the Oka, past a rye field. A tractor reposed on the roadside, having mowed from the perimeter in concentric circles, back wheels chocked to the incline. Grass clods browned a lollypop with a fat green heart. A breeze stirred its waist-high stalks with a flat spoon. The path dwindled to a dirt track, angled towards the forest. Heavy spring rain promised a bounty she would stuff into jars, enlivening their winter diet. Those mushrooms left over she would hang on strings from the kitchen ceiling.
Approaching the river, dragonflies sparked the air blue. Wavelets lapped the disused boat shed, a notch in the three-way junction of grass, forest, and shore. Its intact front once served as a jetty for rowboats, now splintery wrecks providing just enough cover to change into her swimsuit. Her period due, she weighed up whether to swim. There would be other days — summer might last another month. On the other hand she would return with baskets groaning full, rebutting accusations of time squandered. Menses had arrived without warning, on the last day of school before June exams. She managed to stuff her handkerchief down there in the nick of time, and borrowed cloth from the school matron that she tore into strips, that evening rinsing away the evidence in the copper bathtub.
She waded in, mud oozing between her toes, braving the current until the water lapped her chin. Far bank a wavering thread, Moscow a hundred and fifty kilometres yonder. A bevy of swans flew wedge formation. The throbbing of their wings lingered, sent shivers through her. August seemed too early to migrate. En route to the other world, over a watery threshold? Letting her legs go from under her, she sank forwards, half rolled. She swam against the flow, then diagonally. Though slender she was strong through her core. A cold current from the depths deposited her on the bank. Standing in the shallows, she agitated silt from her swimmers, dried herself all over.
The forest glistened — slashes of maple turning orange and umber, blistered birch trunks, sombre streaks of pine. She splashed lotion, herbs dunked in perfume, over her neck and arms, pulled on her hat, and strode in, penknife at the ready. She picked best in a semi-trance, mind emptied. The most sumptuous caught the corner of her eye, singular detail peeping over its parapet. She soon filled the basket, found a moss bed wide, flat and firm enough to accommodate the rug, and lay corner to corner. She took out Anna Karenina and plunged back into that fallen world. Antithesis of literature classes where she recited key passages from Gorky and other authors from the Soviet canon, selected to blunt inquiry. She savoured Yevgeniy Onegin — the soft, leather edition Tatiana left behind completed her father’s library — despite her teacher Yevgeniya Vladimirovna setting young minds on monorails. She insisted that everyone learn by heart whole stanzas in correct sequence, expatiate on their significance to Pushkin’s verse novel, its socio-political significance as harbinger to Russia’s inexorable path to communism, depicting aristocratic decadence in the person of Onegin.
Anna and the girls whispered at class end: pure-hearted Tatiana loves frivolous Onegin who doesn’t love her back. When he finally falls for her, she rejects him! If that’s not romance, what is?
In similar vein Yevginiya all but killed War and Peace, making the class chant: The old oak, quite transfigured, spread out a canopy of rich dark green and seemed to droop and sway in the evening sun…
Anna always returned to Anna Karenina. Disgrace bloomed in the cracks of a family striving to be unhappy in its own fashion. Sympathies torn, she skipped forward to the denouement, flinching as Anna dived under the train. Far from being trapped à la Madam Bovary, Anna’s French kindred spirit, side by side in her father’s modest collection, Anna Karenina gets everything she wanted…and squandered the lot. Having scaled the summit of her dreams, she succumbed to ennui. Overlooking the fact of adultery, her lover Vronsky passed each test of endurance apart from trying to shoot himself at his lowest ebb. Karenin having temporarily out-manouvred him, stood by their illegitimate child, shouldered their odium, even pledged marriage at the cost of his own standing. Anna could read a hundred times the scene where he led the steeplechase, only to fall at the last hurdle.
In Anna K’s shoes, could Anna Anatolyevna Kuplinova be certain she would do better? Well, not certain.
Would she swap places? Notwithstanding older Anna’s lethal infidelity — unpardonable even allowing for cold, unctuous Karenin — as always, young Anna’s answer was a resounding yes. She inserted herself as sub-sub-plot, claiming a corner seat at the Karenin table, a peasant waif older Anna had rescued from penury. As the youngest child by ten years and easily the best behaved of the Karenin brood, young Anna observed Karenin’s desperate attempt to jam a brake on his wife’s self-destruction.
The more she softened towards Anna Karenina around the edges, for this or that lapse of decorum, the harder the core of her judgment. Tolstoy wove in counter-narrative, of good family hard won. Flibbertigibbet Kitty spurned ardent, bashful Levin, fell for Vronsky who threw her over for Anna. Levin, whose first name, Konstantin, means steadfast — Tolstoy never wasted a word — braved a second rejection… and was worth two Vronskys over the marital journey.
As the train loomed, young Anna implored Anna K to come to her senses — just as she sometimes caught herself reproaching Tatiana for her abandonment, in the brief lucid interval before sleep. Drowsing in this copse, for instance…
★
Anna's arms, which did not burn easily, woke her. Judging from their deep red and the sun’s angle she had slept over four hours. It must be three o’clock or thereabouts. Insects swarmed on the basket, wobbled off. She scrambled to her feet, rolled up the rug, took both baskets and hurried away, wasps in angry pursuit all the way to the back door, still ajar.
Slipping through, she put down her baskets in the hallway. She expected her father would be pacing the floor by mid-afternoon. For someone with a sparrow’s appetite he was a stickler for mealtimes. The kitchen was as she had left it. He had not come downstairs in her absence. She ascended the spiralling staircase step by creaking step.
The door was half open. He faced the window — rather the top sill, his head tilted up. He looked to have dozed off in his chair until she saw three flies foraging in each nostril.
★
Even if I wasn’t obeying my father’s summons to the noon confrontation, I had planned my weekly browse through Anglia Foreign Language Bookshop on Kuznetsky Bridge Street, keeping a weather eye on market trends, snapping up an MBA companion or stray get-rich-quick tome. Whatever fleshes out the syllabus, I photocopy at work. I walk in that direction now, across Lubyanka Square, past Felix Dzerzhinsky’s monument. The KGB founder’s benign features stare straight ahead at his minions breaking bones in the hulking yellow-grey building that gave the square its name. Safe perhaps in the knowledge that it will take a crack team of mountaineers to topple him. Two acid attacks in the last six months healed within weeks.
Anna can recite — with a veteran guide’s bored precision — every architectural feature, building material and construction technique in and around the square. For her, Lubyanka’s significance lies in its banal surrounds — who sells the freshest carnations, where best to queue for monthly Metro tickets, ryebread at acceptable prices. Once I mistook this for insularity. Rather, she thinks in long lines for both of us, anchoring my wayward imagination in the minutiae of daily struggle.
Here at Lubyanka Square begins the crack in my heart, the fault line in our marriage. Trudging these cobblestones, the notion takes root that Iron Felix answers for our private woes, never mind the country. Worse, God stands behind him — literally, in a diminutive matching-yellow unchurchlike church outhouse where KGB launder their consciences. She kneels with KGB in spirit — for all I know in body too. A cuckolding in grand style, smuggling Him and the Virgin Mary and Dzerzhinsky the Antichrist into our bedroom. Via the icon in the kitchen cupboard where she worships. Having given up on the usual means, what is she hoping for — immaculate conception? Her betrayal in my face.
A cardboard sign hanging from the bookshop doorhandle says Anglia is closed for renovations, so I turn off Kuznetsky at Petrovka Street, towards Metro Okhotny Ryad. Grifters tout denims on street corners. Printouts on kiosk windows with tear-off telephone tags advertise furniture, antiques, book collections, dogs and cats to good homes, flats to rent or to buy. Desperadoes of both sexes promise Entertainment/Relaxation/Companionship. Forging Moscow State University qualifications is a growth industry. Prices like telephone numbers. They vindicate what I disparage as Anna’s kitchen-table view of politics. ‘Debate about building civil society is all well and good but it doesn’t fill anyone’s fridge,’ is her punchline.
The ads are mostly in English. Is the Russian language becoming disposable too? Their ubiquity worries me; English will go the way of all fads. And then what will break our fall?
She’s not dancing at any rate. I’d seen to that.
Sharing dank subways with Okhotny Ryad, Metro Teatralnaya’s platform coruscates with crystal lamps in bronze. Overhead is an ethnic tapestry, gold and cream porcelain singers and dancers in rhombic caissons, male and female, each representing the republics of Armenia, Byelorussia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Russia, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. Repeated four times, fifty six figures in all, tends to homogeneity.
The Armenian dancer, robes flaring behind, beating the double-headed davul hand drum, catches an enraptured pose. I peer closer. She is the very incarnation of Anna’s mother Tatiana, at any rate a distillation of the three wedding photographs Anna showed me, taken six months before her grisly death.
My watch nudges ten. I cross Theatre Square to the Bolshoi, set apart, eight pillars accentuating its classical heft and permanence. So why desecrate it with a Marxist hammer and sickle on top? For our last wedding anniversary my father procured two tickets to Swan Lake, payment in kind from his telecommunications corporate partners — and not just the standard production, but choreographer Yury Grigorovich’s re-interpretation, hailed as bold and heretical even in these times of cultural foment. I pass a fountain switched off for winter. The evening of the performance, deep into May, it had juggled spurts from one tap to another sudsy pool briefly reflecting young sophisticated Muscovites stepping out. Our tickets glowed in Anna’s purse. An army of female commuters strode free of their husbands. I took pride that Anna and I still held hands. Resplendent in svelte dublenki with collar ruffs, gossamer fox pelts the colour of stripped elm, they outdazzled the drunks skulking behind the food stands or toppled over in the doorways. In the mix-and-match outfit Anna had borrowed from my mother — woollen leggings, pleated maroon skirt slitted below the knee, snug blouse and navy sweater with shoulder pads, calf-high kid boots concealing unbecoming square treads (safety grafted to elegance) — she was every inch the glamorous moskvichka.
We emerged three hours later, applause reverberating in our ears. The performance had been everything we could have wished for. Alla Mikhalchenko and Yury Vasuchenko danced for their lives. The stalls crimson velvet, stupendous gold curtains. Champagne at interval.
Soviet children imbibed with their pancakes and milk the sanitised version of Tchaikovsky’s ballet. Princess Odette, a swan by day, eludes her wicked stepmother the Queen Mother and the dastardly sorcerer Von Rothbart with the aid of a magic crown. Handsome, besotted Prince Siegfried seizes the crown, leaving Odette at her stepmother’s mercy. The lovers fling themselves into the engulfing waters of a lake and ascend to the afterlife.
In the version Anna and I saw that night, hand in hand with Odette, evil inveigles through heaven’s gate. By assigning Vasuchenko the dual roles of Prince Siegfried and Von Rothbart, Grigorovich jettisoned that happy-ever-after orthodoxy. For this subversion Grigorovich stepped onto stage for a triple ovation — gratitude for being treated like adults at last.
The following evening, still in high spirits from the performance, Anna bounced up the stairs to our floor. The door was open and Maria was on her way out.
‘Good evening, Maria Alexandrovna,’ she sang. Anna reciprocated the old woman’s measured disdain. Maria never gouged payments from Anna, assessing her husband a softer target. The one and only time I overheard Maria trying, the crone came away empty-handed, muttering ‘Gold-digger!’
Maria having just relieved me of a large portion of this month’s hard-currency salary, I did not greet Anna at the door as I usually did, but stayed seated in the kitchen. I gave her a baleful look. ‘Why did you have to go and bait her?’
Anna handed me a notice, handwritten in elegant Russian. A private dance academy, specialising in late starters. Graduates qualified to teach beginners. Affordable fees. Certificates guaranteed upon completion. She appraised the clutter of our living room aloud. ‘Move the chest onto the balcony. Fouetté turns… here, balancing against the cupboard.’
‘Where did you find that?’
‘Outside the Bolshoi. Well, in that vicinity anyway.’ The twitching corner of her mouth betrayed a lie. Or quarter truth.
‘I know what you’re thinking. Forget it. Teaching English is a steady wage. Dancers, or dance instructors, get tips. A third-string dance troupe — that’s if you get that far — is no career option for families. If your mother was here she’d say the same.’
‘Leave her out of it. Actually you haven’t a clue what I’m thinking. I just want to put some joy in little hearts. Why would you be against that? A second income wouldn’t hurt either. Real money for real work. That’d make a nice change, eh?’
‘Same difference. The more we make, the more Maria Alexandrovna creams off. How much do you think my father pays to keep us here? Yes, you heard right, pays not paid. Think of it as an instalment plan, a one-way obligation with no expiry date. She’s like any parasite, doesn’t want to kill her host right away. So, say you go ahead with this scheme. When she’s bled us dry she’ll report us for operating unregistered enterprises and we’ll be out in the street selling jeans with the other saps.’
I strode to the window, parted the curtains, pointed towards the garages. A gleaming black Volga aimed its blunt snout forty-five degrees to Boris’s right headlamp, point-blank range. Volgas, Mafia kingpins’ cars, prowled the city’s newly notorious precincts. ‘Watch where our rent’s gone.’
Trolley first, Maria Alexandrovna emerged from the ground floor entrance. The goon at the interview, whom I took, or mistook to be her son, helped her into the Volga. ‘Now you know why she doesn’t walk to the market anymore.’
Odette incarnate, Tchaikovsky’s chariot, I explode from the wings. Jeté, pirouette en pointe, plié, reel off the sequence. The cast retreats, cedes space. Spent, I stagger towards the applause, silvery, sustained. Garlands land at my feet. In the front row my husband clapping maniacally, parents-in-law either side. A smaller figure standing beside Teresa, also dark — can it be her? It is, trembling with maternal pride.
This, Anna murmured last night in her sleep, tingling from Alla Mikhalchenko’s virtuosity.
What a lovely dream I’d murdered. Her dead father nodding furious agreement, I had bludgeoned it with common sense.
Common sense? Or plain meanness?
Too enticing to be true though it was, no name or physical address on the notice, academy registration codes also missing, she could still inculcate a love of movement, her dainty brand of subversion. Children on loan, moral and financial compensation for our traipsing in and out of clinics, all our trying and trying again. For her abridged childhood. She could briefly nurture and enjoy them as she never has, hand them back to Mum and Dad when she’d had her fill. Skating, swimming, none of it need be wasted, she had foundations for each, enough to teach little beginners poise, balance. Starting with my father’s clients’ children. Ballet year-round staple, the others seasonal. And, who knows, her reputation flourishing, a last-minute call-up to replace a sick chorus member. She was still only twenty-three.
I hadn’t noticed at the time, but the fork in the road I’d hustled her along was marked: Scientist. Wife. Mother. Two thirds of the way, a roadblock.
That night, kneeling before her other shrine to a life never lived, to which the silverfish paid unwarranted homage, she packed the leotard and slippers at the bottom of the chest where she kept her mother’s photographs and other effects in reverence as if kissing an altar. This time she didn’t bother with token concealment. I was meant to watch. Her hurt look said You win, Vasya. We lose.

★
ENGLISH PLUS
★

Eleven o’clock. An hour left to kill. I’m on a train. I disembark at Alexander Gardens opposite the Kremlin. My feet are retreading my school pilgrimage to the Mausoleum, the Monday after Victory Day May 9, 1978.
As every year the Red Square parade bulged through our television screen. From the podium Brezhnev blessed marching bands, generals with grandchildren, other decorated veterans, marching naval squadrons, air force divisions and burly parachutists in blue and crimson berets, killing machines who pledged never to return alive from missions unaccomplished. The machines themselves followed — tanks, fighter planes, rocket launchers, battalions, SS19 intercontinental missiles wheeled upright, BM-21 rocket launchers, a Tunguska anti-aircraft carrier with evil turrets like the tusks of a boar, ten years behind state-of-the-art to lull the West into complacency. This was Brezhnev’s, what, sixteenth parade as General Secretary? How many more had he endured on his path to supreme power? The old men beside him, rank and file Politburo, looked asleep on their feet.
★
‘Vassily Sergeyevich! Keep step!’
Resplendent in Young Pioneer red scarves and white blouses, Grade Six 1978, Moscow Municipal School No. 113 filed past red, yellow and white tulips emblazoning corners of lawn marked off with iron hoops. Echoes ricocheted off the cobblestones as we trooped across Red Square, too cowed to titter. Victory Day bunting, shreds of orange and black ribbon commemorating the 1945 rout of Berlin, stuck to paper cans and other debris. Our martinet Klavdiya Sergeyevna shouted to hold ranks. To our right bunched golden domes, steroid-fed onions, behind swallowtail Kremlin ramparts. On our left was the GUM Department Store, its fabled merchandise hidden behind grimy windows, May sunshine refracting off the last snow trickling from crannies. Why couldn’t Klavdiya Sergeyevna schedule some shopping? At least allow us a glimpse of the black caviar from the Caspian, Lakomba tube ice-creams, crème brulee in waffle cones, that exemplary Young Pioneers could aspire to. Women hurried to queue at two open entrances. A decent consignment of East German shoes or Polish handbags must have come in. My gaze lingered on the windows until the boy behind nearly tripped over me a second time.
Ahead was St Basil’s Cathedral’s whipped-candy exuberance. Our Marxist-Leninist Philosophy and Dialectical Materialism teacher, Valentina Pavlovna, in a rare discursive moment, told the class how in real life Ivan the Terrible, the commissioning Tsar, blinded the architects so that they would never design a building as beautiful again. More likely Ivan assigned each dome’s decoration to a gifted child — and what glorious results. Green cross-hatching amber binding a basket. Harlequin green and red checkerboard. The tallest blue and white, vertical stripes spiralling at the base.
We walked past the necropolis, war heroes niches on the wall, to the mausoleum entrance where other excursion groups already waited. From the outside a pyramid structure with five pointy projections. After twenty minutes we were ushered through, four at a time. It was like going down into a dank but very well-appointed public toilet. A cubic hall with a stepped ceiling, low podium, flanked by red marble pilasters. One dim, overworked ceiling globe. Crimson curtains parted to VLADIMIR ILYICH LENIN, 1870-1924, an ellipse inside a glass casket; the great man attired in a natty black suit and white-spotted tie. Reddish goatee accentuated his mottled potassium permanganate complexion, blemishes scab-white. Left hand clenched, right hand relaxed. How short he was — did corpses shrink over forty-three years? How unimpressive.
All that way, for this? I looked around, hoping to read others’ reactions, but the space was too crowded. One man began crossing himself and muttering; ‘Lenin… our God.’ Ten minutes allotted viewing time over, we took the exit stairs and Klavdiya Sergeyevna bustled us back to Alexander Gardens Metro.
★
Emptied of sightseers, end-of-autumn melancholy suffuses Alexander Gardens. A few brown leaves cling to saplings ringing the mausoleum. Moustaches rustling audibly, a crone extends a withered arm thin as a crane pick. Under communism beggars are paradoxical phenomena, like the prostitutes outside Hotel Russia and other Western tourist establishments, their pimps skulking at a distance — logical impossibility and undeniable fact. I go to toss her a few kopeks until I remember that under the 1977 Soviet Constitution Article 40 it is an offence to abet mendicants, who, under Article 60 guaranteeing full employment for all, don’t exist.
I leave the gardens and board the train. At Kievskaya, my exit station, I shoulder through the crowd and confront a panegyric to forgotten revolutions. Lenin, flanked by acolytes Gorky and Ordzhonokidze, haranguing his audience of Ukrainian Cossacks. Hydra-limbed artillery fighters load cannons. Bayonets thrust forward as invisible German troops surrender. Further along the wall a soldier leaks malachite from the sole of his boot. Young Pioneers cheer a passing parade. All wear red scarves, boys’ blouses peasant white, girls’ cornflower blue. A bronze bas-relief portrays miners hewing coal from Donbass tunnels, heaving containers onto wagons, stoking engines by the shovel. True communism consists of feats of conveyance, hauling trainloads of human cargo like so much slag steel from the Urals. I fling my hands up to an invisible heaven — what else can you say about a system that finds apotheosis in tractor shows?
Traffic along the Garden Ring underpass throbs in my soles. I enter New Arbat, formerly a theatre and café precinct for the nomenklatura, pampered heirs of the 1920s Bolshevik elite. Stalin, later Khrushchev, pile-drove roads through. Once again it is a new rich hangout, pavement kiosks selling Pierre Cardin, bootlegged cassettes and Time magazine. Mafia hoods gun their BMWs along Arbatsky Prospekt. I round the bulletproof windows of Prague Restaurant into Old Arbat pedestrian mall, dodge ten-year-old gypsy pickpockets tricked out as shoeblacks. American tourists pose for photographs beside life-size cardboard cut-outs of grinning Yeltsin in commiserative handshake with morose Gorbachev. Galleries are being converted into doll shops, fifty-flavour ice-cream parlours, outlets for stolen icons. In my student days — was it really a decade ago? — these mildewed tenements hummed with basement bars. Muddy jazz fusion, honking riffs from makeshift stages under strobe lights, filled the cavern space. Lank-haired hippies mixed up carafes of champagne cocktails with cider, vodka, red wine and split cherries, swigged from beer bottles frosted over with cigarette ash. I communed down there with other duffel-coaters, pored over brown envelopes of banned novels by Solzhenitsyn and Aksenov, giggled nervously at a cyclostyled caricature of former General Secretary Brezhnev as whore, eyelashes fluttering over rouged simian features, jewelled hand on outthrust hip, the five Olympic rings dangling from one ear. In jaded hindsight we were small-u underground; waifs not worth surveillance.
Checking the time again — by now I am glancing at my watch every other minute — I hurry past a school building, a dark brick L adjoining a badminton court, withered net waving in the breeze. Some boys play scratch football at one end, their cloth ball unravelling with each kick. At the other, English Plus Language School is in a ten-storey residential block like mine, if anything more scabrous and dilapidated. My usual feeling of having stumbled a complete circle. Down piping tilts out from the walls, icicles line up to spear passers-by below, cement chunks from a long-abandoned renovation ring the ground floor entrance. Perfect camouflage for the cautious revolution within.
English Plus was previously a finishing academy that cloned self-effacing, mainly female, interpreters to conceal the odd genuine spy. Last year I returned from summer holidays to find the gender ratio reversed, my father ensconced as principal and the place crawling with Levi-clad entrepreneurs managing joint ventures with Western partners, their brick-sized mobile phones trussed to hips; fashion accessories gifted from my father’s new American pals as opposed to a functioning appliance. A public mobile network is at least two years away, the car-phone still the preserve of the elite. Impatient with grammatical intricacies, they demand dollops of business lexicon to lubricate transactions abroad. They or their companies pay handsomely. My salary increases, reliably dispensed in Uncle Sam greenbacks.
EP’s recipe — genius really — is Anglophilia plus timing. Stir in my mild presence. ‘Liquid, you’ll find your level,’ is my father’s growling mantra and so it proves. In place of sudden-death exams at semester’s end, courses are shortened to six weeks, staggered oral and written assessment introduced and attendance virtually guaranteeing certificates, although almost without exception my go-getting students perform well above mediocre.
I once read a photo feature in a back copy of National Geographic about greyhound racing in the USA. Kentucky, I think it was. Might have been California. With my club-tongued consonants, I’m EP’s electric rabbit. The quicker dogs never catch me but have every right to think they will. The gap between my students’ English ability and mine is such that just as they are about to outstrip me, the course ends. My job entails handing out corporate role-play scenarios my father devises, adjudicating presentations, ticking attendance rolls, preparing and marking take-home assignments. To my sessional colleagues, creeping career death. One by one they trade salary for professional satisfaction, relative penury here and theoretical prospects of advancement elsewhere, leaving me as the linchpin.
Yet teaching and learning another language is in essence an uplifting enterprise, particularly for English Plus’s clientele. The real lesson is enforced empathy, first of all towards their classmates. Keeping faith with immersion theory the first class is the educational equivalent to a dip in an ice-hole after a birch sauna. Humility and, hoping against hope, collective redemption begins with oral aerobics. Two minutes maximum introduction each, one minute the usual average, for names, age, occupation and qualifications. The less advanced students recite from their passport pages. Others suppress giggles at their mangled syntax and pebble-in-mouth pronunciation. They determine not to repeat their mistakes, amplify them and throw in more for good measure. Ten minutes in, pride in puddles at their feet, they bond into syndicates for the role-plays, lately inspired by or connected to my father’s sojourn in Australia as an exchange scholar years ago, his only trip West.
Example: an Australian delegation arrives in Moscow to discuss further wheat shipments. Typically, the Russian side has not made good on payments to date. To revive the negotiations, far less conclude the deal, you must first apologise for dishonoured letters of credit and present a counterproposal with upfront deposits. This is an exercise in reparations. Serious profit is out of the question. 
Still, why Australia? A consolation prize, surely. America is my father’s unrequited love. His bags were packed for a six-month exchange in Connecticut when the 1979 Afghan invasion plunged superpower relations into deep freeze and his visa was annulled. But as far as I know, which isn’t very much, Australia is Britain’s severed appendix or — the harsher interpretation — lowlife dumping ground. It offends the diehard patriot in me that my Russian side is always mendicant or contrite. My father has tapped a vein of guilt. Has this irritation seeped into my performance? Led to complaints?
On floor six, I key 21061944 into the code panel. For the uninitiated, the birthday of Ray Davies, Kinks songwriter still going strong. Weekly I alternate British date/month/year and American month/date/year. Crack that, KGB. Last year’s Cambridge student gifted me The Kinks Are The Village Green Preservation Society. ‘A criminally neglected work of genius, more English than London Bridge. Consider yourself founder of the Moscow Kinks Preservation Society.’ The next day I played Village Green five times nonstop, its polyphonic brilliance rooted in English folk, then started on the entire Lennon/McCartney hit catalogue from Love Me Do to Let It Be… and stopped at Sergeant Pepper. Eat Kinks’ dust, Beatles.
The door swings open to a generous foyer in polished Baltic pine. Glossy prints and posters adorn the walls: London Tower swathed in light cloud, Oxford students punting on a willow-strewn Thames, a bobby craning forward like a solicitous waiter. British civilisation, a sub-aural music, fills the silence, my current batch of students having completed their final tests yesterday. My conditioned impulse is to offer my passport as though I've landed at Heathrow.
Tucked to the right is the administration desk where Rita sits. A fortyish blonde, Sergey’s proxy, gatekeeper, photocopier extraordinaire and linguistic enforcer, the high point of her day is screaming U nas nel’zya govorit na russkom — tol’ko na angliyskom!! Far more arresting than Spik inglish, no rahshan heer! Among the procession of carpenters, painters and scaffolders hoisting ladders, plasterers punching and smoothing apertures between classroom walls to realise my father’s semi-open architectural plan, Russian is the whispered language of the colonised. In this rarified space querulous Russian inflection, even muffled, signals fisticuffs. English gropes towards a handshake. Is it English itself or just the siren song of the exotic? I have no third language as reference point, but it comforts me to imagine that even if the school was closed down, some trace will live on. An airborne enclave of Empire a cannon volley away from an oblivious Kremlin — delicious. I’d better savour it.
A TV-sized IBM my father bought on the black market and installed last month, for last-minute assignment corrections and printing out on the Xerox-and-fax-in-one, illuminates the far corner where its cantankerous predecessor spat out perforated dots. When the technicians left, my father dragged over a second chair, beckoned me over. We sat transfixed before the screensaver — an Akula (Shark) submarine stalking a Daniel Boone, circling its twinkling wake.
‘The West calls it the information superhighway. In a year or two we’ll be exchanging electronic pleasantries with the old archenemy in real time. But let’s start with my Australian mate.’
Deft keystrokes conjured a field that expanded from its text with deckled top and side-menus. In the Subject box my father typed A SUMMARY OF THE SCIENTIFIC, TECHNOLOGICAL AND SOCIOECONOMIC LEGACY OF THE UNION OF SOVIET SOCIALIST REPUBLICS. Leaving the contents page blank, he hit Send. The message disappeared. Pausing a minute, he swivelled the cursor to the Inbox icon, an unopened envelope in paler blue, down to (1) beside New Mail. Wiggling inside the parentheses he double-clicked, and… Message received comrade. The USSR is mighty but no match for Microsoft. Just quietly. Cheers, David E. Woo-hoo!
Sergey high-fived me, his technophobic heir, like the Harlem Globetrotters.
★
Australia is tucked away at the end of the sixth-floor corridor, past the janitor’s cupboard. My watch says 11.57 am. I have just three minutes and twenty metres to prepare myself. My father’s office door is, unusually, half open. A steel bollard with vinyl Australian coat of arms greets visitors — winged green and gold pennants, kangaroo, complete with fat joey clambering from the pouch, mum roo’s folded arms suggesting not before time, and emu facing off. Down Under parties, my father holding court, Slim Dusty twanging on the turntable while he explains why Slim is Australian quintessence, take place once a month. I attend only when I can’t concoct a plausible alibi.
After last month’s gathering, one I couldn’t wriggle out of, my father confided his intention to rename English Plus Green Continent — Russians’ pet name for Australia — reflecting the influx of clientele planning emigration to a distant innocuous country challenging Britain and the US as preferred destination. Piquing imaginations — for Russians, Australians are the next best thing to English-speaking martians. He affirmed that this had been his strategy all along. Russian entrepreneurialism is a science reborn and an extended trial run in disguise is needed to iron out kinks in the business model.
‘But it’s two-thirds desert,’ I exclaimed.
‘Creative marketing, son. It worked for Eric the Red when he needed to resettle his Vikings. Where would you rather live — Greenland or Kalaallit Nunaat?’
Straight away I regretted shunning a rare overture, one colleague to another. My father sighed, stood up, opened a cupboard and took out the bollard. ‘Present from a student. He found it in a dump outside the Australian Embassy. May as well put the damn thing to use. It’s a conversation starter if nothing else.’
Now the threads are joining up.
Entering the office, closing the door behind me, I notice a half-empty bottle of Stolichnaya — Made in USA on the label — on the table alongside shot glasses and a small parcel wrapped in lilac cellophane, matching ribbon around a letter inside an envelope. Anna’s birthday has long gone and he’s not one for gifts so that leaves belated apology. For his reliable boorishness at the dacha? Where to start? No one who knows him would speak of Sergey Vladimirovich Kurguzikov and contrition in the same breath. Then I see the parcel bears an address.
My father rummages around in a cupboard behind him, turns to greet me and pours himself a tumbler, taps his temple in self-reproach — now there’s a first — and pushes the filled glass across the table. This gesture says I am free to refuse but please listen to what comes next.
‘Vasya, what do you say to a teaching position in Australia? Melbourne, second biggest city, deep south. Still in the fertile crescent.’
I examine the parcel as phrases waft by. ‘… revived cultural exchange program… you are the obvious candidate… exit visa could take months or more… nothing else standing in the way…’ On one side my father has written his full name — Sergey Vladimirovich Kurguzikov. To Helen Somebody — Dalrymple? — in strangely palsied cursive, her location in his normal square hand exaggerated capitals for the district. MOUNT EVELYN, a telephone number alongside.
‘It’s a hilly area, near where locals spend summer. Caucasus for a flat country. If you’re fortunate as me, you’ll get to see it for yourself.’ He pours himself another shot, tosses it back, slices the air with his hand to clear away further preliminaries. ‘Melbourne was another planet. European civilization and the peace of a village without the filth, can you imagine? But your mother was absolutely against the long separation, so much so that I wondered if she would still be there when I returned. One of my students was attracted to me.’ He rakes his hands through his hair, pats it down again.
‘Why are you even telling me this? Whoever she is, she is there. You’re here.’ We are alone, no one within earshot. Finally we can talk man to man, without fear of repercussion. Unless the KGB have bugged the joey. I’ll take the risk. The double-panelled door lets me raise my voice. ‘Does Mum know? Or does this stay between us?’
‘I was suffocating here. Your generation can’t understand what that was like. I glimpsed a hole through a prison wall. I was even prepared to defect, though it would have destroyed my prospects altogether. Anyway I came back and I curse myself for it ever since. Pissed my talent up against a wall. How very Russian.’ Misty-eyed, he pauses, continues with effort. ‘So you’d be going on my unfinished business. I think that’s as much as you need to know. Anyway it all hangs on the grace and favour of whichever Ministry of Foreign Affairs shiny-bum issues your exit visa. In other words, it most likely won’t eventuate.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Or they could let you out but refuse Anna. Which I suppose amounts to the same. Still, we can dream.’
I notice his wedding ring is again off, his finger swollen and reddened. He holds it up. ‘Arthritis,’ he mumbles. ‘Side effect of the heart medication.’ He scythes the air, terminating the subject, then continues. ‘Aha! I remember where I put it.’ He turns around to open a corner cupboard, takes out a tin of prize Tambov honey and places it next to the Stolichnaya. ‘Here, mix this. Make sure you dissolve the honey first. Best of luck to you lad, it never let me down in twenty years of marriage.’
Tainted beverage if ever there was one. Sop to the vanquished. Here I am, twenty-eight, no children in sight, clinging to a flat my father underwrites. Little else to show. Dispatched to settle some grubby business in the Antipodes fifteen years ago.
As for the honey, I can’t taste it for gall.

★
COMMOTION
★

A commotion is taking place two streets away from our apartment. City police vehicles converge on the scene, rear tyres spraying mud, suggesting a Mafia stakeout. Not the long-feared Caucasian terrorist strike; blue and yellow OMON jeeps are nowhere in sight. Crack troops are only sent to major breaches of public order and ordinary domestic murder no longer warrants a swift response. Roped cordons are being erected at the intersection of my street. Lingering invites thieves out to fleece voyeurs’ pockets. I take a shortcut home through a dimly lit courtyard.
A small figure leaps at me out of the dark. From the other side spidery fingers dip into my coat pocket. Loose notes flutter out as the gang encircles me. Fall and my bag is theirs. Keep my feet and I might ward them off. I swing my free hand, connect with bone, a forehead or jaw. A retaliatory kick clips my ankle. I lash out behind, grazing a face with my wristwatch and provoking a volley of curses in Romany. The boy spits into the shoulder of my coat and runs after the others. Groping around on hands and knees, I retrieve three hundreds torn beyond use and place them in a pocket where some rolled-up tenners stick to the lining. A bunch of onlookers, several of whom I often chat with in queues or watch playing whist on summer evenings, stand a short distance from the scuffle, treating themselves to free entertainment on the other side of the yard. A drunk lies prostrate, bottle leaking over the ice as his wife alternates vows to divorce with blows from a cane.
★
Snort and toss from the bedroom, then the smack of bare feet on the bedroom floor, moving to the kitchen. Running water. Anna scrubs potatoes, lops stalks off beetroot. Borscht announces her imminent return to work and an end to silence.
I turn the parcel at angles as though viewing a prism, roll its contents around. Held against the lamp, American dollars, their veined imprints shine through the wrapping. Something rattles, a stony object hollow to my fingertip. I’m not dexterous enough to unpick the ribbon without rending the flimsy cellophane. Instead I take down the globe from the mantelpiece, give it a gentle twirl with the tip of one finger. Dents below the Persian Gulf. Scratches in the Caribbean. I trace a winding route via the Middle East to the Himalayas. Along the Equator, south from New Guinea. The Coral Sea bites into Australia’s northern coastline. The Pacific nibbles the smooth bulge eastward. That figures. Pacific = peaceful = Tikhiy Okean.
But Green Continent? I shudder at the deserts spanning its centre, vaster than Kazakhstan.

★
MAKEOVER
★

‘We’re going to Australia.’ Channelling my father’s declaration at the dacha. Card sharp leading with my trump. Standing against the oven, Anna drops her wooden ladle which clatters onto the floor.
‘I’ll start again. I might be going, subject to clearance. When, if, who knows.’
‘For how long?’ Anna isn’t mollified.
‘Twelve months, tops.’
‘Twelve months?’
‘Don’t think I’m happy about it. But my father’s my boss, what to do?’
‘Looks like you two have worked it all out,’ she says. Her voice carries no anger, just flat regret after the fact. ‘Can’t be including me in the discussion. Whatever next?’ The sarcasm’s turned wintry.
‘Once I’m there, and show I’m genuine, I can invite you on a visitor visa, for up to nine months. My father reckons they’ll grant it as a matter of course. I don’t take his word for much, but I trust him on this. No one would mistake you for a runaway type.’
‘Better you than me. You’re braver when it comes down to it. I can’t just leap out into the void.’
She goes back to preparing cabbage soup, onion and tomato salad, pancakes with lashings of raspberry jam and cream she whipped herself. Her mother’s green muslin dress she wore on our honeymoon hangs loose on her slimmed frame. Tiptoeing from behind, I sink my chin into her shoulder as she spoons sugar into the heaving mix. Put both arms round her waist, let my fingers spider-creep towards her breast. Anna moans — one part arousal, two parts protest. She sidesteps to the cupboard to fetch the salad bowl, three candles from her shrine. In the last six weeks or so — since her last period, come to think of it — her energy and colour have returned. She’s positively vibrant, even bursting with news.
The news? That’s the trouble with life here. We spend the whole time watching each other, but don’t end up any wiser.
Later, after we make up in the usual way she rolls off the wet patch, props her chin on one elbow and muses. ‘She must have been quite something, this Helen woman, for your dad to carry a torch all these years. I’m sad for Teresa, intrigued all the same.’
★
Disregarding my father’s genial objections — ‘They won’t be needing a linguistics professor, just a native speaker. The idea is to make the lazy bastards speak Russian. Keep trading on your ignorance, it’s got you this far.’ — I enrol in advanced English classes at Moscow University, in a tall brown building overlooking the river. Formerly the physics department, it is converting to a hotchpotch of import firms leasing office space. The teacher, an ex-scientist himself, over-accentuates what he tells the class are stressed syllables. There are about twenty other students, mostly older, preparing for language tests at various Western embassies. This lends an inhibiting earnestness to the sessions. For all their unwavering concentration and assiduous note taking, they make only faltering progress. I am usually first to complete the teacher’s prompts, more from my advanced sense of pedagogic rhythm than any cognitive agility.
Week three is a thorough revision of English verb tenses and I flounder in a quagmire of present continuous, pluperfect, past subjunctive mood, present imperfect and future passive conditional. I sit further and further towards the back as my classmates’ dogged persistence reaps rewards. It dawns on me that I’ve frittered away potential, coasted on too many set-piece conversations in corrupted boardroom Amerenglish.
The trick, I decide, is to recite a mnemonic until it embeds itself in my subconscious, meanwhile keeping a bedside diary for nocturnal breakthroughs. My father’s oft-repeated axiom — ‘If you are dreaming in your second language you are well on the way to mastering it’ — proves its worth. Scanning my vocabulary tables I choose show for its less dastardly spelling and pronunciation across past, present, future than, say, think, from the discouragingly long list of irregular verbs.
After class I walk around the campus, composing for an hour. I tinker with syntax, splice vignettes into monologue, sprinkle negatives for variety, let the auxiliary verb have run amok until I’m satisfied it is word-perfect. On the train home I mutter into my textbook. Yesterday I wanted to show you the Kremlin again, but did not, I had shown it to you already. I did show you St Basils, and I would have shown you the Victory Arch. On Sunday I will be showing you Lenin Mausoleum and Red Square. By next Monday you will have been shown everything interesting in Moscow.
The discovery that my passive vocabulary eclipses my conversational range is uncertain consolation. I can look forward to Australians underestimating my intelligence.
I frequent places where Westerners congregate — Alexander Gardens, Gorky Park, foreign-currency shops in hotels Rossiya and Intourist and the entrance to Russia’s first-ever McDonalds in Pushkin Square. Americans are easiest to spot. Huge Pentax cameras jiggling over anoraks, baseball caps swivelling in the direction of their guide’s pointed finger. I hang back too far to be mistaken for KGB, but close enough to glean tidbits of idiom, often loud complaints about slovenly service, admission surcharges for foreigners, abrupt changes in itinerary. Finding a park bench I jot these down on journal pages, gathering them under headings I invent for their cataloguing. Useful Expletives for Frustrating Moments. Toilet Euphemisms. Dealing with Rudeness. Dealing with Bureaucrats. How Not to be Ripped Off in Hard-Currency Shops. At Tourist Markets. What to Say when the Restaurant Closes Early. When the Chosen Menu Item has Run Out. Haggling. Examples of American Humour. The last remains blank, not that Americans are a solemn race, rather because their quick-fire repartee among themselves draws more laughter than leisurely spun anecdotes.
Occasionally I happen upon Australian tourists. I can pick that drawl at fifty paces. Slim Dusty has worn a groove in my brain. But they tend to stroll in pairs, or with a local guide, and stalking is fraught. An alert militiaman might deduce criminal intent. On the other hand, given Moscow is awash in Yankee culture it has probably swept Australia too, so I’m hoping any colloquial transatlanticisms will retain their currency.
English lends me a double life, privileged witness to Moscow prised open yet again to foreign influence, even offers me a tiny part in its transformation. Language usurps Party membership as class divide. Those with business flair and a glib turn of phrase reinvent themselves as managers, real estate agents, stockbrokers. The monolingual remainder — architects, musicians, engineers and scientists among them — operate kiosks, drive taxis, hawk Microsoft manuals on street pavements. Young pretenders — Gaidar, Nemtsov, Yavlinsky — preen their Harvard jargon at international conferences or on chat shows. My second language is a gold pass into the burgeoning stateless world. I sport the smug frisson of the initiate.
★
Taking care not to wake Anna, I inch towards the bedside table, where my diary has lain untouched for weeks. At the top of a fresh page I write Dreams in English 21/02/1991. Underneath, I have had shown to me…
★
Our fortunes ride Russia’s slide into chaos. Closer analysis tells a different tale but comes a distant second to renewed marital bliss. The name change to Green Continent vindicates my father’s acumen. Student numbers swell as Russians exit the USSR by the jumbo-load. Processing times for Australian visas blow out beyond two years. For me Australia lives up to its promise, functions as a receding mirage, sustaining abstraction, contagious optimism. A turning point is Anna’s birthday. She lets me buy a proper CD player, replacements for damaged discs and additions to her collection at Melodiya music store on Kalinin Prospekt. As the city becomes one big open-air bazaar, food outside beriozki wastes and inflation hits three digits, I work half-time for a threefold US dollar salary. Evenings, weekends sometimes, we make love to Tchaikovsky, Prokofiev, Rachmaninov, Glinka — the whole firmament.
I try her on the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main Street. Anna delivers a pithy verdict. ‘An orchestra of jackhammers and nail-guns.’
I’ve outgrown them too. I assure her that most of the appeal of Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon is in their lyrics, which of course don’t survive the journey. Lusher than the Stones but still jejune. Eight-chord as opposed to four-chord posturing.
Anna pouts.
We are at one in dismissing the Soviet hit factory as “pop-pourri”, but Anna warms to Aquarium and Time Machine who wear down official disapproval by dint of sheer popularity. St Petersburg rebel outfit DDT, volume down on sedition. The KGB has already called in their singer/songwriter Yury Shevchuk for some friendly advice.
Who is improving whom? She is elevating my taste while offloading some of her snobbery.
Snug in our eyrie we take news in nightcaps, cheerfully shirking our civic duty to be fully informed. Filtered through television, politics is a puppet show. At a certain psychological remove, narrative minus affect. Red-faced puppets, Gorbachev the head puppet, shake their fists at each other as at departing trains. Like the best aphrodisiacs, laced with guilt. Before long we’re grappling on the divan, Maria Alexandrovna’s rapping cane reliable syncopation.
Making up for lost time. By rights the story of our marriage — not out-and-out shotgun like her parents’ but exigent to a degree, bypassing courtship, not to be confused with our relationship — is Anna’s to tell.
Except she won’t. Tolstoy’s been summoned to higher duties, so it falls to me.
★
Anatoly’s funeral took place inside the low-ceilinged administration building behind another church-turned-food-store. A neighbour shepherded Anna into the viewing annex. Six days dead, Anatoly’s complexion was blanched and rigid, pudding left to set too long. He was still two metres, stretched out in his birch coffin. A sour smell like half-washed sweaty clothes pervaded the annex. Anna took her seat in the middle of the front row, for the service was due to begin.
One by one his colleagues rose to eulogise Anatoly Ivanovich Kuplinov, transform him into a man she vaguely recognised. His unstinting dedication to his research, critical to the Soviet cause. Youthful footballing prowess merited a mention. He existed as the sum of his deeds. By omission, his only daughter was relegated from no-longer-little Octobrist to bastard orphan, issue of a scandalous union glossed over for politeness’s sake.
The closing speaker Igor Ivanovich introduced himself as her father’s deputy, referred to ‘Tatiana Kirillovna’s untimely death’.
‘Of course Anatoly Ivanovich leaves behind a daughter, Anna Anatolyevna.’
Eyes turned to her, a sympathetic murmur, her shoulder clasped in sympathy. ‘Anyushka, cherish your father’s memory, as we will.’
The service concluded. A short procession to the cemetery behind the casket, now closed, weaved and bobbed round stones, stakes, fenced-off corners of gravesites. It began to rain, turning the path to squelch. The cortège flowed round a section dedicated to those fallen repelling Hitler’s Operation Barbarossa, winter 1941-42. General Zhukov’s line, from Kaluga to Mozhaisk held firm, a turning point in the war. No sign of any Germans. The mourners ringed her father’s burial place. Blackened geranium stems littered the neighbouring graves, a ring of forget-me-nots, a spray of yellow spike blossoms. A middle-aged couple, defying the drizzle — too old Anna guessed to have recently lost parents, more likely a child — had set up a table spread with pies, hard-boiled eggs, a thermos of tea, and salted herring.
The casket was lowered. The ropes jerked, almost flipping it over. Steadied, it plopped square into pea-green water. Anna recoiled from the splash. No, she would not return here. Not alive at any rate.
★
The long, bleak winter after her father’s death was good only for skating. Her first paying audience — and she was certain even then, the last — was four old men plying ice holes for sprats. They waved at her improving, but still wobbly figure eights. For an encore she scooted over to accept a bucketful of wrigglers.
Three years passed, seven, a blur of relentless accomplishing. Her gift for science plus an illustrious surname gained entry to Moscow University’s prestigious physics degree. By then the house was subsiding into the Oka and she faced relocation to a kommunalka. Fifty summers of potato harvests beckoned.
Unbroken columns of High Distinction lined her exit route, Red Diploma awarded on her twentieth birthday. With it, the coveted spravka temporary living permit for promising non-Muscovite specialists, guest workers or students, valid for the duration of her postgraduate research in submarine circuitry at the elite Bauman Institute, monthly stipend of forty-five roubles, meals and dormitory accommodation thrown in. Eight bunks to a room. Filthy toilet and spluttering tap off the corridor, porridge spiced with weevils and cockroaches. Everything she thought she had escaped. Plus an irksome degree of surveillance. Students had to log movements to the minute. Dormitories were out of bounds during the day, unscheduled visitors forbidden.
In class she played the provincial upstart, bristling with ambition, first to answer and unfailingly correct. Let others skip lectures, hang out at Illusion Cinema. The sizable contingent of Central Asians, plus a few Pakistanis and Indians, lent camouflage, helped her fade into a sub-exotic foreground. She passed through the canteen just long enough to gulp down a cabbage roll and stewed juice and hurry to the next lecture. If a boy offered to carry her books she made sure he didn’t ask a second time. Having clawed her way into the capital and onto its graduation-to-grave conveyor belt, nothing and nobody would prise her off.
Eighteen months into her postgraduate studies she was transferred to the Central Scientific Research Institute for Automated Submarine Radar, extending her spravka by two years. The security guard, who came to know her by footfall, let her in without running her scarf and hat under the metal detector on condition she signed the entry book and proffered her passport. She handed her coverings to the old woman with cracked spectacles minding the cloakroom and stepped into the elevator. Her fellow passengers studied each other’s right shoulders. Arriving on time, they had thirty minutes to relax and gossip. Kettle murmuring on the hob, they assembled for ritual tea drinking, bonbons and dainty caramels passed round with warmed-up complaints about scarcities, skyrocketing prices, wayward men. They scattered like foxes at the sight of a sheep when a supervisor appeared around nine, either went to their desks or headed to the stationery department. The room emptied again at lunchtime, everybody racing to the shops to buy meat and dairy products that by mid-afternoon would clear from the shelves.
Anna’s section, a secretary pool two hundred metres along a corridor with incongruous opulent quartz flagstones that transmitted a rolling echo, fitted a matrix of nine desks with room to squeeze between. Stacked files and systems, blueprints curling at the edges, sagged from the shelves to the floor in glacial collapse. On the courtyard side a stove, sink, lunch table and refrigerator groaning full. Chickens that couldn’t be crammed inside the refrigerator were trussed to the window left ajar. A computer, popular for solitaire, illuminated the far corner. Alongside was a huge wooden stand with thumb-sized pins for memos and Anna’s lead-pencil illustrations of bolts and other widgets under elaboration, to which she brought her meticulous eye and painstaking millimetre-perfectionism. Some days she went to the testing laboratory that resembled the bowels of an Akula submarine patrolling the Baltic, turbines sweating diesel grease, where they tested parts in conditions simulating underwater pressures.
Anna was the only scientist among the engineers — although qualifications had long since become irrelevant. Three Olgas, two Svetlanas, two Lenas, a Polina, one other Anna — a fair sample of the female population. She single-handedly lowered the average age from forty-four to forty-two, tipped the balance between ex and currently married. A shallow, collegiate intimacy as though they shared the same three-stop journey every day for the past five years.
★
One broiling July evening Anna put her texts away and wrote ‘Shopping, back at 8.00 pm’ in the Movements Book. Literally true, insofar as shopping was a ceaseless activity, bags ever-present accessories. Canteen lunch consisting of Scotch eggs, coleslaw under avalanches of mayonnaise, two spoons full of grated beetroot with carrot garnish, brown bread, soup indescribable, could still be relied upon, only she usually couldn’t get back in time to enjoy it. Dinners were served in leftover proportions and increasingly failed to materialize altogether.
She set off for Ordynka, the precinct across the river from the Kremlin, passing churches being restored. Her private trail of cool, inviting oases amid abrasive monochrome. As far as she could tell — although she did not dare go too close, and varied her route each time in case she was followed or suspected of passing documents concealed in her bag — none had been closed down.
The Church of St John the Warrior nestled in a bypassed loop of the river in Yakimanka district, a stroll from Leninsky Prospekt where the constant hum of traffic verged on silence. Melting nugget from afar, up close St John was an octagonal planted on a square. Yellow, green and strawberry harlequin down one facet, a bauble-like dome. At the tent café outside she bought a watered-down wheat lemonade, sat at the grimy table near the church entrance and drew her last cigarette from the box of Baltimore. At fourteen kopeks for a twenty-pack they were three times cheaper and nastier than the filtered Pegasus brand she preferred, but a superior appetite suppressant. Cigarettes served two conflicting impulses — to blend in and to set her apart. She claimed scarce open space, filling it with an acrid cloud. She sat on ten a day, with bursts of five, book-ending her study schedule. Towards her fellow smokers, her policy was, never cadge, never refuse.
Like a mole emerging from hibernation, the priest blinked at shadowy predators. Wispy chin, an army reject’s lumpy, disaggregated build, chain gleaming over black cassock. Blond ponytail jiggling between his shoulder blades, he swept away plaster chunks littering the entrance, frayed broom inadequate to the task. He froze as she approached.
‘Can I go inside?’
He looked half-interested, like a shop worker closing for the day just as the last customer turned up. Glancing right-left-right, he motioned her inside. ‘Make the sign of the cross, like this.’ A half bow, index finger chopping the outline. ‘With piety. Don’t hurry. And women must wear headscarves.’ He offered a floral handkerchief from a bag hanging from a hook inside the entrance. She tied it to her nape then put on carpet slippers that left imprints in the plaster dust. Above the altar a five-tier iconostasis, carved and gilded, depicted saints and prophets holding scrolls, crested by a bearded benevolent figure she took to be God. Faces inclined to a cowled Madonna prominent in the middle, her hands out in a supplicating gesture. Anna checked for eye slits à la Kaluga Museum of Atheism. A silk screen enclosed the altar. ‘To separate the congregation from the sanctum,’ he explained. ‘Eternity from the earthly, if you will.’
Jigsaw pieces of plaster were piled in a corner. Crude scaffolding and tape sealed off an area next to a workspace with desk and filing cabinet. He paused for her, smiled, showed small retracting teeth. ‘St John has the distinction of being one of the few churches operating throughout Soviet times. The parishioners repaired and repainted the roof themselves. We think it important to signal that revival is underway and, God willing, we are still open for worship.’
She paused to read Old Slavonic descriptions of milestones in the church’s history. Built to commemorate the victory over the Poles in 1641. Washed away, rebuilt once on higher ground and again after Napoleon’s 1812 incursion set Moscow ablaze.
‘First time inside a church?’
‘No. Well, yes, only then it was an anti-church. The usual school experience.’
‘Mine too. So we are all feeling our way back. Take this in case you return and find the entrance boarded up.’ He looked around as though afraid of being overheard. One other worshipper, a small dark-haired woman in her forties knelt at the rear. He took out from his cabinet a hardback in a battered jacket, bound together with outsize staples lifting off the spine, every other page a photograph, or set of photographs, and a smaller compendium of catechisms. ‘To begin with, you should choose your saint. Someone you can personally identify with, a family namesake perhaps? Saints can be all things to all believers. If you come again I will be happy to guide you through the basics. I am usually here around this time. Now I must prepare tonight’s service.’
He saw her out, and retreated inside.
Anna was startled to read that by the turn of the last century there were four hundred and fifty-five Orthodox saints, most of them men. Some went to extremes. Saint Simeon, for example, perched on a stone pillar for forty-seven years. Most sinned and stumbled in their youth. Thereafter they lived unimpeachable lives, wrought miracles along the way, left behind relics — evidence of bodily incorruptibility, a prerequisite of sainthood. She considered Anna of Kashin, 1280–1368, until reading that her corpse had blackened spots on her cheek and heel, which at once put her in mind of a bad banana and Lenin’s repellent remains. Saints Gury and Varsanovii from Kazan respectively lacked upper lip and skin on the legs, and had the additional disadvantage of being male.
She flicked through to Saint Tatiana. Cast back to Yevgeniy Onegin. Married to Prince Gremin, a doting old man, Tatiana stays faithful to the arranged union at the cost of her happiness.
On returning to the dormitory Anna unlocked the chest under her bed, took out her mother’s icon, and was overjoyed to find that it matched.
The booklet of catechisms was an even more bracing read, enumerating sins she would never have considered as such. Her minor transgressions — plenty of material there: looking down her nose at plodding classmates, neglecting to visit her parents’ graves since moving to the capital, distance a mitigating factor, cigarettes. How could anyone hope to measure up? At best she could catch the outer rays of Tatiana’s virtue.
Over summer, the restoration proceeded. Iconostasis repainted, inscriptions polished, bible stand nailed into place. Bit by bit Father Aleksey walked her through the ritual aspects of liturgy from lighting the candle to folding the right hand over the left when praying and receiving sacraments. Then he would leave her alone to pray. Her mother’s image appeared unbidden, danced on the screen of her closed eyelids, and she cried easily, without distress.
One September evening, the woman at the back of the church that first day, hair uncoiling from the handkerchief, was sitting at the café as Anna went out. Had she come under surveillance? There were spies and the spied-on. One could alternate, but it was still difficult to be neither.
‘Care to join me? I am Teresa Maximovna, but please just call me Teresa.’ She insisted on paying for tea and crumbly biscuits.
‘Prayer’s a great solace, isn’t it? How did we ever manage without?’
She kept the conversation on Anna, her interest quickening when the younger woman revealed she was alone in the capital, and invited Anna for dinner the coming Wednesday. She wrote down the address and telephone number on scrap paper and pressed it into her palm as they rose to go.
★
Though only a twenty-minute bus journey, the dinner invitation loomed larger than Anna’s move to Moscow. She spent the week in a lather of indecision. What to wear? Permissible topics of conversation? Would she be jeopardizing her residency by dining with a woman and her family whose political soundness was untested, motives mysterious? Twice she called Teresa from a street phone to decline. Each time the machine gobbled her kopeks as someone picked up the receiver. That had to be an omen. A proper dinner was too good to pass up. She borrowed an iron from the communal laundry pressed the green muslin dress into a presentable state. Decided against makeup — not only would she arrive a streaky mess, but she might as well stick a ‘Follow Me’ sign on her back.
The bus dropped her in the genteel sandstone precinct of Ramenki, half a kilometre shy of the address. With the last of her monthly stipend, she had bought a sponge cake with coconut and marzipan frosting, at a shop abutting a courtyard the size of a football pitch. Attuned to Moscow’s social gradations as she was, guests mustn’t arrive empty-handed even if that meant she wouldn’t eat for three days prior to the next payment.
She followed Teresa’s scrawled directions. The entrance to Flat 153 was halfway along the opposite side of the courtyard, five floors up via a lurching, rattling elevator. A man in a white flannel shirt opened the door, introduced himself as Sergey. His thick red hair was mussed as if he had just pulled off a jumper. Teresa came out of the kitchen past a boy about Anna’s age folded into an armchair, all four limbs flung over the sides.
‘Nice to meet you, Vasya.’ Anna extended her hand to shake. Was this the done thing? He didn’t reciprocate. Whose faux pas? She was the naïf from Kaluga. Both questions answered themselves.
‘Likewise.’
She need not have fretted about her provincial manners. He nodded in her general direction and resumed reading an English grammar paperback.
Teresa looked unimpressed. ‘Why don’t you show our visitor around before dinner?’
‘I’m hungry. How about afterwards?’ He stood up, avoiding eye contact. A lean, pale offcut of his father. Hair blonder, finer. When he turned his head away she noticed a thinning swirl on his crown.
Teresa set down four bowls of mushroom soup with slabs of ryebread. Anna hesitated in case a toast or other ritual came next, but Teresa motioned her to sit down and begin. In the centre of the table was a sort of beetroot pudding doused in mayonnaise. An urn bubbled under it.
‘Looks delicious. What is it?’ Every topic, even food, seemed fraught.
‘Beetroot under a fur coat,’ Sergey replied as though it was everyday fare in the Kurguzikov household.
She ate at the same pace as everyone else so as not to emphasize her scrabbling student existence. Vassili concentrated on his soup. First to finish, he mumbled thanks, rose, and looked at her. His mouth moved as if he was working up to something.
‘Would you like the two-minute tour? The three-minute version includes the kitchen. Currently out of bounds.’ He was wittier than his first impression.
She followed him to his bedroom door padded with inch-thick mustard vinyl, outsize brass studs stretching its corners. Boy-reek pinched her nostrils, her dormitory to the power of ten. A tiny latch window was open the width of her hand.
‘Into rock and roll?’ Satin-clad pop stars adorned a wall each. ‘Mick Jagger. David Bowie. John Lennon.’ His blasé enunciation suggested longstanding, not particularly glamorous acquaintances whose company had long since worn thin. Their heads strained towards the middle of the ceiling, creating a dome effect. Vassili nodded to the fourth poster above his bunk bed. ‘Boris Grebenshikov from Aquarium, you’ll have heard of him.’ From a bookcase alongside Grebenshikov he reached down a sheaf of album sleeves, their covers molten technicolour, young men wielding or straddling guitars. He translated the groups’ names: Deep Purple, Led Zeppelin, Scorpions, Stones. ‘I’d put them on for you but the stylus is gone.’ He gestured to an ancient LP player. ‘Decent ones are in short supply. Even on the black market.’
‘I could bring over mine. Only it needs repairs itself.’
‘Do that. Dad’s handy.’
The bookshelf displayed English language texts and dictionaries sorted by size and thickness. The Russian books were pushed to the corners. Her eyes fell on a chunky paperback perched on the edge of the shelf. She peered closer, could make out the title — Spock’s Guide to Sex.
An awkward silence. She stood up. ‘I suppose I should go. They don’t like us returning late.’
Teresa accompanied her to the front door. ‘Anyushka — may I call you that? We would be delighted to have you again. Same time next week?’
‘Don’t forget your player,’ Vassili called as she stepped into the corridor.
★
Sergey carried out the repairs on the Korvet, parked it in Vassili’s room, and Wednesday dinner became a fixture.
Never did she feel on probation. If anything they were too anxious to impress, desperate to bring her into the fold. After the third week Teresa forbade Anna buying cakes. Instead she sent her to buy bukhanki, bread aromatic with cinnamon, doktorskaya kolbasa, sausage with the gristle taken out ‘just what the doctor ordered’, mineral-rich borjomi, bottled water from Georgian springs. But she urged Anna to avoid beriozki shops where prices took a sharper trajectory. Other shoppers might draw wrong conclusions about Anna’s income, or worse, her occupation.
Anna’s suspicions deepened. A language professor, full-time housewife, and postgraduate son whotaught English part-time could not live this well and be law-abiding. Which mystery gradually resolved. Sergey moonlighted as entrepreneur. He showed her tickets to the Bolshoi or Conservatorium, or beriozki coupons his clients purchased as payment in kind. His biggest partner was a telecommunications engineering concern that pumped in investment dollars to develop first-generation cordless phones, a prototype of which, resembling a mini-accordion with the casing prised off, he brought home.
Looking back, all three played her like a trout, allowing Vassili’s better attributes to creep up on her.
One evening they sat down to watch a Soviet Central Television special report on the auction of a propiska — permanent residence stamped in the lucky recipient’s internal passport that validated every Muscovite’s existence. Enveloping chaos and disaster crowded out entertainment — the real as opposed to official toll from the Chernobyl reactor meltdown, the empire’s periphery exploding into civil wars, Armenia and Azerbaijan at loggerheads over a strip of territory called Nagorny-Karabakh, a calamitous earthquake near Yerevan, 6.8 on the Richter scale, twenty-five thousand dead. That the propiska backlog, aggravating the already dire housing crisis, warranted a program of its own, underlined its gravity. Or Muscovite pretension.
The auctioneer, in a popinjay’s glitter jacket, took bids starting from twenty thousand roubles, at five thousand intervals. Just as he was about to bring the hammer down, someone upped their bid. It went on until a riot threatened.
‘Five thousand bucks,’ called a male voice off-screen.
‘Five thousand it is. Going. Going. Gone.’
Anna tried to translate five thousand American dollars into edible equivalents. How many tonnes of potatoes? Warehouses of rice? Apples? Her imagination boggled.
‘Well, that’s one lucky winner,’ Sergey commented. ‘He gets a life. Too bad for the ten thousand also-rans. Take note, young people.’
★
The next Wednesday was Scrabble with a difference.
‘You two against me.’ With his customary linguistic machismo Sergey bogged Vassili down in double-jointed matrices, meeting even less resistance than usual. Anna suspected Vassili was running dead. Or his mind wasn’t on the game.
Sergey scooped up all seven letters, skewered Vassili’s woeful three-point E-A-T to form M-A-R-R-Y. He counted out the value of each letter.
‘M on the triple word square makes twelve. Double word score for Y, comes to thirty-eight. Puts me in the lead by fifty-three. Might as well concede son, you won’t claw that back. Now you two can fight it out for second.’
With that he adjourned triumphant to the balcony. Passing Vassili he tipped an ostentatious wink. Vassili swallowed. He picked up a handful of tiles, checked which letter was on each, awarded himself eleven instead of the requisite seven and passed an E and S to Anna.
‘Hey!’ she protested. ‘That’s cheating on three counts. I’m handicapped as it is.’
‘Tonight isn’t your standard game. We’re playing for bigger stakes. So I’m bending the rules.’ He marshalled his letters and tacked them down from the top row. W-I-L-L-Y-O-U-M-A-R-R-Y.
She could make out the constituent parts but the meaning eluded her. Somehow ungrammatical, a subject or object omitted?
‘Vyidesh za menya zamuzh,’ Vassili translated. ‘I’m Levin, you’re Kitty.’
Levin quits sulking on his farm, musters the gumption for a second marriage proposal, via chalk scribbles on a table. The previous week Vassili had asked — ever so casually — to borrow Anna Karenina. ‘Bit hard to explain,’ he had mumbled when she asked why. ‘Need to check something in English for next week’s class.’ She handed it over, thinking little of it at the time. Nor when he returned it yesterday, Kitty’s consent bookmarked.
He was staring at her.
‘Get it?’
‘Oh. Do I have time to think?’
‘Of course. Two minutes. Or you forfeit. Playing by the rules.’ He grinned.
Anna studied her letters, top heavy with junk consonants. Did she love him? Yes and no, was the honest answer. Was that the right question? Should one even marry for love? In life or in art or in Scrabble? She liked him. So did Kitty at a comparable stage in her courtship with Levin, which roughly speaking moved through three phases — like, dislike, love. Would that do?
The five-thousand-dollar question — was Vassili a patch on Levin?
She could always console herself that she rose to the romantic occasion. But baser considerations carried the day. His was the right proposal — in the wrong setting. As a forest romantic and a capital hardhead, they should have been sitting on a picnic rug in a glade. Brave — in a way that only someone as shy as Vassili could be. They hadn’t spent more than two hours at a time alone, his parents hovering within earshot. However unqualified to judge, (did her broken-off portion even constitute a family?), Anna, a country girl who had never been kissed, knew only that, even at the Kurguzikovs’ fractious worst, she would not do better.
There was no getting round it — marriage would secure her propiska. As the television report affirmed, newlyweds vaulted the queue. But for how much longer?
Anna pondered her situation well past two minutes. A proposal precipitate and, going by television, not a day too soon. This was her Kitty moment. Let slip the opportunity and… next stop Kaluga.
What Kaluga represented, hit her. The full horror of her mother’s death. Or enough of it. Tatiana, alone in her saintly torment, excreting a live being. Knowing, or sensing neither was likely to survive. No loved ones to bear witness, hold her hand, mop up.
Anna remembered too, as though it was yesterday, finding her father.
She blinked at Vassili, who remained silent. Having browsed her conscience, she tacked on ES at right angles to the last letter of her opponent’s neologism.

★
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Dum dum dum-dum-dum dum da-da-da dum dum dum dum dum dum da-da-da dum dum dum dum dum dum da-da-da-da-dum dum dum dum dum…
Swan Lake blares from the television instead of scheduled current affairs. I like Vremya (Time) burbling in the background while I prepare evening classes. Four cygnets strive and fail to take wing. After eight or nine hearings the ballet’s perfection registers. What do the English call it? Acquired taste. I scrawl the phrase in today’s vocabulary handout list.
Pity Anna isn’t here. She would leap from the couch, a fifth Little Swan, feet en pointe, arms pressed to sides. Her favourite movement, which ballet companies reserve for unknown or up-and-coming dancers. An unlikely chance, given the conformity it demands, to be plucked out and assigned bigger roles. My contribution to Anna’s performance is applause on behalf of Bolshoi Theatre’s imaginary packed stalls.
As I sit down to catch the rest, the music stops. I turn the television off, try the radio. First, Echo of Moscow, the independent station. Dead air. So too Radio Russia. Enough is enough, citizens. The joke’s on you. I flick the television back on. A still of a May Day parade in Red Square, Tunguska tank smack bang centre screen. How tactful not to show the military parades themselves. Sumptuous medley of Tchaikovsky waltzes concluding with an airy concerto — by coincidence or eerie design, they all belong in Anna’s collection. Back to the ballerinas — identical quadruplets — right feet poised on left knees. The sequencing is brilliant, I have to give them that — aural tranquillizers. Go back to sleep, it murmurs to restive children. You see? Everything’s under control, nothing to worry about. It was funeral music for Brezhnev, who held on for two years past his Olympic swansong, followed by Andropov in ’84, Chernenko in ’85. Once synonymous with passing eras, now it serves a more sinister purpose.
I dial Anna’s work number to cancel this evening’s plan. The phone rings out. Nothing alarming in that, a regular occurrence in fact, but she might already be on her way to meet me. Little of the outside world penetrates her institute. Such as yesterday’s neutral — deceptively so as it transpired — announcement in Pravda of a planned demonstration in Lubyanka Square followed by a rally outside the White House. These days this kind of event meets an equivocal official response. Civil unrest has ceased to be remarkable or provoke bloody reprisals.
I had proposed we meet at seven, under Dzerzhinsky’s statue. Anna’s unexpected yes lent the idea the thrill of a tryst. If Iron Felix Dzerzhinsky can divide us, he can also reconcile. Anna has always shied away from political involvement, refusing to accompany me to semi-secret meetings of Democratic Russia. In this, as in so many things, she shows good sense. Apart from the obvious risk to her job she would have ended up sewing banners while I and the other men debate strategy. She maintains that mounting disorder presages mass arrests. My stock reply, that the security apparatus is disintegrating along with the rest of the country, only strengthens her conviction that whoever wins will instigate a new terror, in which case it’s better to be arrested at home than mown down at a demonstration. If our future is other peoples’ theatre, I retort, at the very least we are entitled to a seat in the audience.
Assuming, as I rashly predicted, Moscow goes about its business as normal — whatever passes for normal these days — I suggested we wander down to the embankment and, queues permitting, eat Eskimo ice creams, good even in these straitened days. Something we agree we haven’t done for far too long.
An old lure with fresh bait.
We don’t need gypsy blood to read the media tealeaves. General Secretary Gorbachev’s recent three-week Crimean ‘holiday’, cut short by emergency back surgery — during which his raddled deputy acquired ominous prominence — as good as handed his enemies the keys to the Kremlin.
Some ice cream. I turn the television back on. A fearless ferret of a reporter darts in and out of the barricades being assembled on the White House Embankment, microphone bobbing. Tie askew, every strand of brushed-back chestnut hair in place. Sergey Medvedev — who would have thought? Eight years the stolid face of Vremya, faithfully parroting the official line, biding his time for this moment. Before his million-strong audience Medvedev extemporises, as though expecting transmission to be pulled any moment, lets protesters recount heroic acts big and small, dwarfed by his own. Medvedev ends the broadcast as he has always done, moistening his lips and straightening his tie.
I grab my coat and umbrella and go down the stairs. Chemistry quickens the August languor from the moment I step onto the street. Dormant forces unleashed, prodded into chain reaction, an incendiary rumour. Shaking off the paralysis induced by the news of the President under house arrest in Crimea, the sickening corollary of a lurch backwards into dictatorship, people gather on their way to Lubyanka. Bakery girls, rain streaking the flour on their overcoats, walk alongside clerks in ill-fitting suits and gym shoes, secretaries perspiring through pancake makeup. Many carry incense candles and Orthodox crosses. Others I suspect conceal icons in breast pockets. Members one and all of a clandestine organisation to which they didn’t know they belonged until finding courage to declare themselves.
Should today’s demonstrations foil the coup, help reinstate freedoms, Anna will have to concede I was right, that the movement for change wasn’t futile. Fact is, neither my motives nor my judgement stand scrutiny. Our threesome with Dzerzhinsky was to score a domestic point, the greater cause a pretext. And if that goes for me, a longstanding if minor participant, what of these neophytes? All said and done, is public protest just an alibi for private foibles?
People pour into the square, stream around the statue’s plinth, adorn it with tricolours and slogan banners, step back to watch mountaineers clambering to Dzerzhinsky’s hip. One fellow fastens a peg beneath the waist-button and shimmies higher, somehow finding footholds over slippery bronze. Uncoiling a rope, he holds up a loop, a tomahawk, and to ragged cheers, lassoes Dzerzhinsky’s neck. He wiggles to focus his aim, swings round-arm. Gasps escape as an earlobe tumbles to the ground. An old woman tenderly picks it up.
‘Saboteurs! Hooligans!’ Her shrieks are drowned out by rapturous applause.
‘Lop both ears off!’
‘Give him one for my granddad, young fellow!’
Iron Felix, all fourteen tonnes of him, stares ahead, stoic. Another swing and the axe head comes off, glances a shoulder, skips on to the cobblestones and rolls away. Hearty clapping accompanies the assailant’s descent, a well-received warm-up act.
‘Here come the professionals!’ Four Krupp cranes in line, thin-necked brontosauruses stooping to nibble dinner. Behind them Sergey Stankovich, Moscow’s young Deputy Mayor rides shotgun in a flat-bed truck, yelling ‘It will be levelled!’ through a loudspeaker. The crowd takes up the chant.
I glimpse Anna standing at the edge of the crowd. Arms folded and head cocked, she observes an experiment gone awry, helpless to intervene. We watch as the first crane fastens cables under Dzerzhinsky’s head and arms, winches the statue clean off, a brief splitting sound.
As I bustle towards Anna a siren sounds. Panic ripples through the crowd, becomes a stampede. For a moment I lose sight of her. She reappears beside me. Screams rend the air as police horses canter by. I wrap an arm around her shoulders as we chase the scrum towards the metro. When I glance around, blue uniforms pin a man to the plinth.
We run unchecked through the barrier gates. Station workers not on strike wear badges, Russia’s red, blue and white. On the platform people throw themselves against the doors of trains going in the direction of the White House. Anna wrenches my arm. Several heads turn to her thin scream. ‘Vasya, no! We’re going home.’
I cup her face with my hands. ‘Either we stand together with everyone, or we go home and wait for them to come and get us. That’s our choice. You want Nikolai to know we were there?’
That breaks her resistance. The automatic doors snatch at my shirt tail as we pile in. The mood inside the carriage, incredulous relief at cheating arrest, settles into quiet solidarity. Arms and hips pressed together we exit at Barrikadnaya. A crowd of about fifty carries a giant hand-sewn tricolour, sagging under the rain. Umbrellas unfurl, pop. Looking around, we are in the midst of a competition to carry the most outlandish objects — bricks, old TVs, speakers, street signs, fender bars — to stiffen the barricades. My money is on three kids dragging a telephone booth, its floor bumping behind. Until I overhear bystanders saying that at Manezh Square, adjacent to the Kremlin, protesters have commandeered a fleet of trolleybuses.
Hours pass as we wait for the tanks to roll up the White House steps. A firefly-forest of candles, crosses and flowers. Someone passes us an incense stick. We take turns to shield its guttering flame. Fires are lit, doused, relit and tents erected. I stoop to warm Anna’s cheek to mine. Away in the distance beyond the razorwire barrier, Kalininsky Bridge pylons throw crosshatched shadows over the chopped surface of the river. From our vantage point near the parliament entrance we watch Boris Yeltsin’s burly frame and white pompadour hoisted onto a tank strewn with roses. Earlier today he called for a general strike. He shakes hands with the surprised driver, raises his hands in a double-V salute and in his reverberating bass urges supporters to protect their White House, the peoples’ parliament from subverters of the new democracy. More speeches. ‘We are people!’ declaims Elena Bonner, widow of Andrey Sakharov, father of Russia’s hydrogen bomb turned dissident. ‘People and not just cattle.’
A bearded, bedraggled artist sketches St George slaying the dragon. The unofficial casualty count stands at three young men crushed by tanks on the Garden Ring Road. A priest in full regalia stood in their path, halted the advance.
People begin leaving the barricades. More arrive. Still others retreat into tents. Anna shivers, not just from the cool dusk. I hug her closer. One by one the baby-faced drivers stalled on Kutuzovsky Prospekt emerge from their hatches to smoke, accept rolls and other tidbits. ‘Good guys, good guys!’ calls the crowd to the protesters at the vanguard. Sixties anthems splutter from portable players. English speakers sing along to We Shall Not Be Moved. People hold transistors to their ears, tuned to Radio White House, cheer each defection from the putschists and tank regiment. Information is at this moment more precious to life than water. ‘We were the ones who stayed silent too long,’ an old woman confesses to me. ‘Forgive us, young people.’
Only now do I think of my father. Why isn’t he here? This indifference, at the moment of triumph he waited thirty years for, is surely the last word on our relationship.
When I was young he occasionally let me listen to Radio Liberty, an elusive buzz, its meaning hovering in and out of reach, corrupted intonation of Russians long abroad. He had assembled the radio, tuned to eccentric frequencies, hotwired it together. My parents’ apartment on the fringe of the Lenin Hills was a receptive zone. He and the government jammers played cat-and-mouse. ‘We just committed a crime,’ he remarked on conclusion of an audible broadcast on Sakharov’s internal exile to Gorky in 1980. On his pardon and release six years later the station was allowed a special broadcast we caught clear and untrammelled, a roundtable of Kremlinologists who concurred that Gorbachev and his allies were serious about reform.
Another time we sat through a diatribe by one Igor Sladkov, hailing from New York. Without pausing for breath, Sladkov got started on cheating East German Olympians, Soviet perfidy in Afghanistan, the shooting down of the Korean airliner off the Siberian coast and the Polish government’s suppression of the Solidarity movement. Igor blasted through the air tubes with sheer vehemence.
‘You know what Igor just told us?’ my father asked when Igor was done. ‘Our life here is one big lie. Walled up behind lots of little lies. His job is to punch holes through. I doubt I’ll be around to see it, but mark my words, one day the whole rotten edifice will topple over. Maybe in your time. Or my grandchildren’s. That’s what keeps me going.’
I haven’t even thought to ring him. Congratulate him on his prescience. Fortitude, considering the repression of that era. Who is to say the son takes bigger, braver risks? For that matter, why hasn’t he rung me? The obvious explanation — telecommunications down in his part of Moscow — is moot. If he wanted to be here, he’d have walked the whole way. Pity trumps filial guilt. In my mind’s eye I imagine an aged, shrunken Sergey bent to a dusty transistor.
Around midnight strangers begin hugging each other, a liberating carnival. Steadfast presence in numbers spells victory, and now we can disperse into the shallow summer darkness. A drunk standing beside us brings his boot down on a cockroach. ‘See?’ he roars. ‘Seventy years of communism snuffed out. Just like that.’ Pent-up fear dissolves in fireworks, rousing refrains of popular anthems. ‘Great Russia… you will resurrect yourself…’
I want to stay till dawn, but Anna reminds me that the trains stop running at one.
‘Now we can tell Nikolai we were there.’
Anna is incredulous. ‘So revolutions fix everything. Including infertility?’
‘If the Soviet Union can fall beneath its own weight, anything’s possible. You have to believe. Look around you, everyone here does.’
‘Anyway, what makes you so sure he’ll be Nikolai? A he for that matter?’ Chiding, humorous. I’d foisted on her a blond heir in my own image. Anna aches for a pole-vaulting Nadia or somersaulting Olga or pirouetting Svetlana. Revisiting shop-worn arguments from our optimistic, pre-women’s clinic times. Which more often than not descended into some variation on…
‘You’re an only daughter. Your family name died the day you married me, right? That leaves mine. Why wouldn’t I want a son?’
‘What a strange mix of Anglophile and unreconstructed Russian male you are. Worse than your father.’
Whack. Ouch. Although nothing we can’t make up in bed later in the evening.
Outside the White House, we link arms. Her teasing forgiveness at last — the best kind…
‘Let’s settle for an it,’ I suggest.
Nikolai — she says it aloud — affirms our future. A kind of preconception, the day’s perfect postscript.
★
We tune into Vremya the evening after. Spirited back to the capital, Gorbachev walks stiffly over the tarmac as though he has indeed undergone spinal fusion, and presides over a self-pitying press conference. In his lilting southern accent, to snooty Muscovites the mark of a perennial bumpkin, yesterday’s statesman makes a last-ditch plea to keep the USSR intact. He would have us believe that despite his ordeal at the plotters’ hands he remains a convinced communist. His reforms hadn’t worked because they hadn’t really been tried. Blah blah blah. I can hear a hundred million Russians laughing in derision.
‘What do you think?’
Anna snuggles closer in reply. ‘You know my politics. Free love before free speech. French kisses under Gorby’s nose.’ And proceeds to demonstrate.

★
COUNTER COUP
OCTOBER 1993
★

I turn on the television and we watch a civil war going on down the road. Constitutional crisis gone visceral. Yeltsin’s erstwhile allies — ragtag mercenaries, disaffected generals, a goodly contingent from the newly outlawed Russian Communist Party — who stood beside him two years before as he roared his defiance of the coup, are holed up in the White House ringed by his tanks. Pock-pocking Kalashnikovs provide live backbeat to the truncating unreality of the broadcast. Cameras, monitors, CNN equipment mass at strategic points around the siege. Every so often tanks scuttle across the screen like electronic pawns in a gambit manoeuvre. Interviews with bystanders splice together sporadic action. ‘At least in 1991 there was something worth looking at,’ complains a woman whose balcony overlooks the White House. Cut to the British Prime Minister’s press conference, his prim tones. ‘I believe President Yeltsin had no alternative but to take the action he did.’ All but erased by an unsynchronized Russian voiceover. Cameras chase stretchers bearing the injured along hospital corridors.
Then a tank belches somewhere behind the schoolyard, cracking the picture open.
The top part of the White House turns burnt toast the instant Anna’s dropped tea glass hits the floor in response to a soft, sharp tap on the door by an instrument or one knuckle. Not our neighbour Zhenya, who borrows our bottle-opener every other evening and knowing he is on a good thing, always gives it back the next morning. His code knock is rat-tat-a-tat-tat, rat-tat.
I press an eye against the peephole. Two people swim into focus, their faces hidden behind scarves, one holding a swaddled baby. One steps closer to the door. I jump sideways. Anna stifles a moan of fear.
‘Please — we are refugees, and our baby is sick.’ The woman’s frail voice, a Chechen accent, muffles through the doorframe.
Anna pulls me backwards. ‘Don’t fall for it. The baby’s a ploy. They’re bandits.’
‘Why? Because they’re Chechen? Show compassion.’
Retrieving my German handgun and tube of mace from the desk drawer, I stuff them inside each coat sleeve. I’d bought the gun, a bronze Magnum of uncertain vintage, through the trade magazine From Hand to Hand. It fires eight rounds of soft-nosed bullets, lethal to two metres. Supposedly. The clip is empty. Mace is my real weapon. Aiming a gun straight at assailants takes steadier nerves than mine.
When I open the door the woman staggers through, balancing against the coat rack. Trembling and feverish, she squats beside the wall heater. Her hair is dyed blonde in a crude attempt to pass herself off as ethnic Russian. The man lowers himself and gives her the baby. Stocky, he too has emaciated cheeks from a long ordeal. Anna fetches a blanket from the bedroom. The woman wraps it around herself and nods in feeble gratitude.
‘We cannot thank you enough.’ The man’s voice trails away.
The woman rallies. ‘We decided to get out of Chechnya before the Russian invasion began. Our relatives smuggled us aboard a vegetable truck. We hid under wooden crates all the way to the border. Some border guards discovered us, but my uncle gave them half his savings in return for safe passage to Moscow.’ She brushes hair from her face. ‘Everyone knows there is a Chechen Mafia, same as the Moscow Mafia. Now we are criminals just for being Chechens.’
Anna swishes some warm milk in a saucepan, decants it into three of our best silver-winged glasses, and stands a teaspoon in each. Tilting the baby’s chin, the woman dribbles a little into its mouth, pink as a kitten’s. The baby grimaces, releases a cry and tongues the moisture off its lip. Anna hovers, arms half-outstretched.
‘What’s its name?’ she asks the woman.
‘Khalid. A Muslim word that means immortal.’
‘I’m sorry we can’t offer you shelter for the night. As you can see, we’ve no space.’ I waved my arm around the kitchen.
‘We will find shelter, my friend. I wish you happiness. And your children.’ When the man smiles, a long purple scar parallel with his under-lip tautens like a tugged thread. We all shake hands. Anna withdraws to a corner.
I see them out to the stairs almost colliding with Maria Alexandrovna beside the rubbish chute. ‘What was that Caucasian filth doing in your apartment?’ she shouts after me. ‘It’s a criminal offence to harbour aliens. I’ll report you for that.’
Anna is still crouched against the wall, blanket hugged to her knees.
‘You see, Anna? We can’t keep out the rest of the world forever. It’ll bide its time, and one day come barging in.’ My voice carries more anger than I intended.
She flinches as if struck, folds arms over her face. Seething but composed, she slowly gets up, goes to the kitchen window and stares unfocused. ‘You’re a million miles off the mark. That’s the closest I’ll ever get to holding a child. If they had asked me to nurse it, I wouldn’t have trusted myself to hand it back. If it was a girl, they could kiss it goodbye.’
I have nothing in reply.
Something outside catches her attention. School’s out. Children are being shepherded across the schoolyard.
‘Anyone would think, just another afternoon in Moscow.’
‘They’re safer in school. Even mercenaries can only stoop so low.’
On cue a mortar shell whizzes overhead, followed by an explosion unseen but close enough to crack the window, loosen ceiling dust. Some of the children dive to the ground. The rest scatter. We hide in the bedroom until the vibrations stop. The perfect place to talk, reconnect, if not for the crack-crack of duelling snipers.

★
LEAVING
★

My documents arrive in a smart pink cardboard jacket, its edges sharp enough to draw blood. It is two years and six months to the day after lodging my exit permit application. A letter pinned inside instructs me to report to OVIR, the government department that approves passports and visas. The bland officialese is surely a ruse. My permissible time abroad will be cut to three months, they will grant me permanent emigration, but if I set foot on Russian soil again I will be forbidden to leave a second time. Anna’s permit will be withheld indefinitely, or issued just as mine expires. I am certain only that it will be none of these. Bureaucratic imagination thrives on the unthinkable.
From Metro Arbatskaya I pick a path through tattered birches, along dog-legged alleys with minor museums in permanent disrepair — closed for revision, as the joke goes — till I come to Vozdvizhenka Street. From 1946 to 1990 it was named Kalinin, honouring the eponymous ideologue. Vozdvizhenka, the name of a monastery built in 1450 and burned down in the great fire of 1812 is anodyne, ostensibly bereft of ideology and therefore suits the times. Steel-ribbed buildings frame the street, shrinking in the background to trapezoid ghosts. I peer hard towards the crenellated walls of the Kremlin, trying to see if their red stars have finally been taken down. Funny how symbols of the recent past that the present strives hardest to annihilate prove hardy as weeds.
Revolutionaries are spendthrifts, ordinary lives small change. With its characteristic blend of secrecy and swagger, a government of recanted communists is systematically stripping the city’s ornaments, knocking down statues and altering street names at a rate calculated to sow confusion. I don’t care for the symbols themselves — so many parade props — but resent their removal by fiat. My — our — memories are being scattered to the four winds. Should she ever leave, Anna will be better equipped than I am. She has compressed her life into a few precious heirlooms. Her territory now.
Cloudbanks shift, spilling sunshine. I head for the steps of the White House, ice crunching beneath my boots. Sleek black Chaikas pull up inside the car park, disgorging portly grey-suited peoples’ deputies. A shiny metal fence, brass tips like spears, has been erected around the parliament complex. Uniformed sentries wave official vehicles through the entrance. The top four stories of the White House are still boarded up after last year’s insurrection.
OVIR is located off Chernyshevskaya Street, in an anonymous three-storey building that in Tsarist times was a deportment school for young ladies. A refectory ambience lingers in the narrow foyer and forked corridors. Behind swinging wooden doors a small gold-on-black sign states working hours. Inside a windowless office two queues form before a counter. The one for foreigners seeking work permits circles back on itself. Mine, shorter, hugs the wall. When I reach the counter a secretary sits bolt upright, begins typing, fingers fluttering over the keyboard. Without taking her eyes off the gyrating screen she asks my full name, stands up and goes to a security room. She returns a moment later with my passport, stamped black with the USSR motif of rye stalks coiled around the hammer and sickle, and Temporary Exit Visa rubric below. I sign a declaration form pertaining to duties of Russian citizens abroad and give it back.
‘That’s all,’ she says, smiling at my disbelief.
I find a quiet side street to pore through my papers. My passport photo has inexplicably darkened; arms clasped to chest, the fugitive meets his interrogators with a haunted, defiant expression. The original was wayward innocence. As a parting gift OVIR has morphed me into Carlos the Jackal.
★
Eyes closed, we kneel by the threshold of our flat, in the traditional traveller’s farewell. The latches on my cardboard suitcase strain against its load. My father and I had to sit at either end for several minutes. I sneak a peep at the other actors in this tableau. My father tries to hide a smirk. Anna leaks stoic tears as she has every night for the month since my twelve-month Australian visa was granted.
I watch my mother bow her head lower and lower as though preparing for a somersault, flatten her hair to her scalp as though determined to straighten every last kink. She presses her face between her legs, muffling her sobs. My departure to Australia becomes a race between my taxi pulling into the courtyard and her regaining composure. The taxi wins. I emit the driest of dry coughs. Has she stolen my moment? It’s not mine to steal, I only borrowed it.
Anna goes one better. At the departure gates she whispers hard into my ear, ‘Okay, this is it. Be my emissary.’ A vote of confidence, the best I can hope for. In a blink, for the first time I can recall, she regresses to a newly bereaved orphan, clinging to my waist, howling into my chest till my father prises her away. When I glance over my shoulder from the exit turnstile she is still on her knees, heaving against my father.

★
GREEN CONTINENT
★

The Tu-22 hunkers over the tarmac, wings drooping to the ground and undercarriage bulging over implausibly tiny wheels. It had lumbered through the Berlin blockade, if not the last world war. Blue Aeroflot livery stripes its flank. Instead of supply drops behind Western lines, it is ferrying emigrants and at least one temporary escapee to the Free World. We cross the tarmac in a straggling herd, heads ducked against a gritty breeze.
Inside the cabin, beneath a fluorescent tube the other passengers arrange and rearrange belongings in the overhead luggage hold, shuck off runners, hitch lurex tracksuits above ankles. I count rows to 27A, my window seat. A squad of young athletes — too short to be basketballers, swimmers perhaps — fill 26, relaxed amid the hubbub. They drape arms over each other’s headrests. Yellow NO SMOKING and FASTEN SEATBELTS signs flash above each row, prompting one or two grudging clicks, goading others to light up, fouling the space with tobacco odours.
Tu-22 shifts forward, rumbles along the runway. Its wheels leave the ground. What am I supposed to feel at this moment, other than mild surprise at my own absence of feeling? Again I check that the parcel is inside the pocket of my carry bag stowed under my feet. I experiment with the pop-up plastic tray, set at an angle to tip food into my lap unless I hold the plate. To ease pressure on my eardrums, I suck the last of the sweets my mother pressed into my hand. The contents of my stomach liquefy in sympathy. As the wing dips into a banked turn I see hangar roofs, dun on silver, the airport tower parapet. Fields and forests wheel on their axes.
The interior dims. I switch on the overhead light, rummage through the sleeve behind the next seat and pull out a laminated flight map. We are flying over Ryazan, veering east to Tajikistan, bisecting India’s northern rump, nicking Nepal, across the Bay of Bengal to our fuel stop at Singapore. Against my body clock, into the insomniac depths of morning. My stomach thinks it’s five in the afternoon and my brain’s too tired to convince it otherwise. Lacking concentration to read, I stop myself from checking my watch more than once an hour.
Following the perfunctory safety demonstration at take-off, the Aeroflot stewards stay inside the kitchenettes dividing the aisles crossways. Thirsty as I am, I resolve to limit myself to one mineral water in case of a rush on toilets. The drink steward meets my order with a stony glare, thereafter averting his eyes every time he passes. When the water finally arrives it is tepid, without fizz. Dinner is a single chicken wing swimming in stock, soggy lettuce and a stodgy lump of bread. I am grateful for my defective meal tray. It focuses my concentration on not spilling my food since seconds won’t be forthcoming.
Somewhere I read that on trans-hemispheric flights Western airlines screen anodyne films, starring the likes of Robert Redford and Liza Minelli, concluding in long, sloppy embraces and sunset backdrops. Kindness wedded to logic — movies back to back not only impart a fictitious structure to refracted time but also revive in fatigued minds the anticipation of an end, however insipid and fanciful. Illusion within illusions constitutes a reality of sorts.
My feet have swollen in my shoes. I remove them and lever my seat into dozing position.
Singapore registers as a rising gorge of food in my throat, a tickle of lettuce. The plane twists in crosscurrents. Houses shimmy around the rim of my porthole, tussocky swamps mark out a tarmac. Passengers begin removing their sweaters, limbering up as though preparing for a race. Which in a sense they are. New Russians fly here specially to buy TVs and other electronic portables still in erratic supply back home. KEEP SEATBELTS FASTENED cues a collective unlatching of overhead luggage holds. The disembarking Singaporeans remain compliantly still. For folk unused to it, freedom is oxygen — at a certain concentration you overdose.
Tropical air billows through the concertinaed walkway. Entering the transit lounge is like walking into a fridge. My feet, back in their shoes, are numb to the ankles and my jacket traps insufficient body heat. I affect an insouciant hands-in-pockets slouch. The guards manning the inspection booths show scant interest in the succession of maroon USSR external passports. I sit down on a plump vinyl armchair beside a Japanese couple sharing a slim can of mango juice and a newspaper with vertical calligraphic print-lines. I ogle the airport interior, its sparkling arcades and cornucopia of duty-free merchandise — Egyptian bangles encrusted with scarabs and lotus flowers, lavender tubes of bath oil, Chivas Regal whisky in velvet pouches. Despite the air-conditioning, in the humidity I am now sweating through to my jacket.
A new cabin crew — almond-skinned Singaporeans and larger blondish Australians — smile as we file back into the plane. We ascend over lush headlands rimming aqua sea. White yachts skim between harbour moorings. The crew distributes two Declaration Forms — one for Immigration, the other for Customs. Stowing them in my wallet for safekeeping, I order a glass of mineral water with ice, a refill, flex my feet, wriggle out off my shoes and tilt my seat back.
★
Crimson plateau. Sanskrit ridges petering out. The sun, a wrinkled orange, dissipates cloudbanks. I doze off again. Snapping seatbelts wake me for good. Descent unveils a rumpled, piebald expanse. Houses, their roofs corrugated, zoom in at collision speed. The plane lunges and I glimpse a sliver of cobalt ocean, a thin, ringed tower that reminds me of Moscow’s Ostankino, a skyscraper staircase, Sydney’s coat-hanger bridge. I brace upright, fold away the tray, swallow my one-but-last sweet. One, two, three-four bounces. The plane skids towards the airport proper and drifts to a halt.
I sit until the aisle and exits clear. My desk globe depicted Sydney’s environs as verdant hinterland. In real life it is khaki stubble. Away from the ocean mirages shimmer round a bulwark of blue hills.
Ventilated air blows along the corridor. My hands perspire. Wiping them on my jacket I follow the athletes through Immigration Clearance to Baggage Collection. Grey kitbags tumble onto a revolving console. My suitcase, the last to emerge, rolls onto its popped latch. I load it on an abandoned trolley and head for Customs where parallel queues form along green and red lines. Then I remember I have not filled out my Customs declaration. Resting it on my suitcase I scrawl No to each question, signature and date at the bottom and steer towards the green exit.
A customs officer chews gum, looks up from behind his booth. ‘Passport?’
He squints at my photograph, glances up, trying to match image to flesh. Frowns slightly. ‘Anything to declare?’
I present my forms. The officer scans Immigration, pauses halfway down Customs, stops looking bored.
‘Sure about that? Just step back a second while we take a look.’ Another blue uniform materialises at my elbow, unzips my bag. Their movements take on choreographic precision.
‘Routine inspection. Nothing to hide, nothing to fear.’ Spearmint scents the words.
Oh God, my bladder. ‘Toilet,’ I say, half under my breath, pronouncing it too-a-let in the Russian way.
‘Sorry?’
‘Please, toilet.’
The officer’s stare hardens. ‘Right, but we’ll be watching.’
The other officer escorts me to a bathroom with large square mirrors opposite open cubicles.
‘Stay standing. Do the business with your right hand, raise your left. Don’t bother flushing afterwards.’
I undo my fly, trying to keep my movements steady and economical. The urge subsides. I freeze over the bowl. The officer crosses his ankles, curses under his breath. Finally a dark yellow stream splashes the porcelain.
When we return the contents of my suitcase are scattered all over the counter. The first officer is opening the parcel, wielding scissors like forceps. He plucks out some greenbacks, my father’s ring. ‘I didn’t see anything about this on your form.’
‘Please…’ A drop of sweat rolls into my left eye. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. ‘Please. A present. Do not please open.’ An angel hovers at my shoulder, fracturing my jerry-built syntax, rendering me a gormless nincompoop.
‘Either I do, or I give the dogs a sniff. Take your pick. If I were you, I’d choose me. I reckon they’ve got sharper noses. But they’re not that flash at reading flight schedules. I’ll ensure you make your plane if everything’s legit.’
‘Okay.’ My mouth forms the sound, nothing comes out. The second officer puckers his lips and studies the roof. His superior examines the ring, replaces it and begins reassembling the parcel’s contents. He looks at me with weary irritation.
‘On your bike then. And make sure you declare everything next time. Oh, and I mean this nicely, get a refund for that photo. It’s a shocker, and that’s saying something coming from me.’
I nudge my trolley towards the shuttle-bus waiting outside in brilliant sunshine. People wear loud T-shirts, although the outside temperature feels cooler. The driver transferring us to Qantas Domestic Terminal cracks jokes all the way. Polite minimal laughter, humouring a longwinded raconteur. For all I understand he might be speaking Spanish.
Sydney to Melbourne passes quickly. The plane bores through thunderclouds, shrugs off turbulence over a mountain range. Seated again by the window, I count watercourses winding in and out of forest. The all-Australian crew is friendly and attentive, serving fruit juice and cucumber sandwiches in dainty triangles, bantering among themselves as though returning from camp.
Landing at Melbourne is steeper, less adroit. Our taxiing U-turn rocks the fuselage. I brace myself for a repeat of Sydney, perhaps a body search this time, but domestic Customs procedures are a grin and thumb jerked over shoulder. I trail a crocodile of Japanese tourists, hand luggage bouncing off their ribs. The athletes assemble near a charter coach. An audacious impulse steers me in that direction but the coach captain blocks my path. ‘I’d say yours is over there, mate.’ Claims to Slavic kinship die on my lips. What did I think they and I have in common, other than a funny alphabet and ticket out from the Iron Curtain? I retreat to a blue bus with CITY above the driver’s seat.

★
MELBOURNE
★

I had imagined the Melbourne Hotel where I booked a single room for the first week would resemble the seedy Intourist on downtown Tverskaya Street — gloomy foyers, hit-men moonlighting as casino guards, prostitutes sipping coffee between tricks. But the interior is light and airy and ersatz music warbles through the foyer. My spacious room has a television on a beige shelf, claw-foot bath, a well-stocked drinks fridge and a jug of fresh water beside a Bible. I decide to wash my clothes in the bath while I work out what to do next. Wringing out socks, I hear footsteps and rustling from the corridor. A menu flutters underneath the door, offering a selection of breakfast dishes, à la carte or delivered on a tray. I skip overleaf to the dinner section. Columns of prices in Australian dollars, more tick-a-boxes than an Immigration Statement. In my jittery state a double conversion back from AUD to roubles via greenbacks is too much mental callisthenics. Perhaps the hotel is American owned and I will have to tip. In the end I leave it blank and venture out in search of… what? A tomato stall?
The hotel is near Chinatown, ornamental dragons guarding archways, exuberant counterpoint to Melbourne’s sobriety and scale. Streets form a logical grid and the tallest office towers double as navigation beacons. Lunchtime window shoppers peer past their own reflections at the display stands. Despite the canyon-like arcades, Melbourne strikes me as a street-level city, a maze for intelligent mice rather than a Manhattan ant colony. Blond, buttery light drenches car tops and pavements. At a street bisected by a tramline I come upon a McDonalds, its golden arches adorning a handsome granite facade. Its plastic-and-chrome décor is a clone of Pushkin Square’s, except the queues are shorter. I order a strawberry milkshake and sit down at a tray-sized table. A big straw to drink from. Less berry.
On my return the hotel receptionist passes me a message to ring Jonas Lansbergis, my university contact. We arrange to meet in the foyer café at three o’clock.
Jonas’s lean, square features and lightly accented Russian confirm his Lithuanian origins. After the waitress sets down two coffees and a bun, Jonas launches into a torrent of advice in English that flatters my powers of comprehension. ‘I’ll help you find a flat. Furnished would be better. You don’t want to be running around buying tables and chairs. One bedroom okay? Near a railway station if we’re lucky. We’ll try Balaclava first, only half an hour commute and lots of Russians out that way. In case you need a doctor or whatever in a hurry. Take the edge off your homesickness.’
Over the next week I go along with every proposal, turn up to every vacancy inspection Jonas arranges. I voice token protest at Jonas’s offer to help with moving in. But I baulk at Balaclava for reasons I cannot articulate in either language, opting instead for the district I identify as Richmond, bordering Collingwood. The flat, on a twelve-month lease — fully covered by the exchange program fund along with an open-ended ‘living allowance’ — is one of six comprising the upper floor of a two-storey orange brick complex facing Punt Road. It has a rear car park and letterboxes at the foot of the internal stairway. Traffic doesn’t bother me and, best of all, there is not another Russian in sight. The real estate agent offers me a choice between upstairs and the one also vacant directly below. Little to distinguish, but stairs are a slim buffer of seclusion.
Jonas has been assigned, or takes it upon himself to escort me to work — three stations on the train to the CBD, change to an articulated tram whose ribs clank like a concertina. Alighting on a stately boulevard of elms we cross a rill coursing over slate, impossibly lush lawns with students sitting in twos or threes. I catch myself looking for the ‘Keep Off’ signs. Seizing the chance for conversational practice, Jonas proposes a quick tour of the campus before my welcome lunch. I feign interest, attention drifting as Jonas points out this or that department, age and architectural provenance of each building, and so on. I assess his Russian as only superficially good. His fluency elides mistakes and close listening exposes an over-literary turn of phrase.
We enter the student union building where Orientation Week festivities are winding down. Inside are club premises, a billiard hall, record shop and health food cooperatives. We stop outside the Marxist Club. Bare-chested Che Guevera in combat fatigues graces the club window, much as Jagger, Bowie, Lennon and Aquarium’s frontman Boris Grebenshikov all adorned my old bedroom at my parents’ flat. Revolutionaries one and all — the difference being that Che gave his life, and others’, to the cause. I don’t know whether to be insulted or laugh at the sheer effrontery. Marxism is after all many things to many people. Old Karl would concede that. On this untroubled corner of the planet, a hobby one can take up like chess or gardening — at government expense.
As we walk back I ask Jonas, ‘Why do you teach Russian and not Lithuanian?’ A minor puzzle and, I assume, an innocuous enough question.
His long pause suggests anything but. ‘Very simple. There’s millions of you, and only thousands of us. We’d best get a move on, your lunch starts in ten minutes.’
We enter a six-storey H-shaped building — the university’s language faculty — and take the stairs to a shared fourth-floor office at one end of the crosspiece. The professor’s ample office boasts a view over the lawns and is dominated by a pink pin-up map of the Soviet Union. Its occupant extends his hand. Tired smile, vigorous handshake. Lashless blue eyes, blasted skin and singed boffin hair warn not to lean over the same cauldron. ‘David Enright. I spent time with your parents in Moscow, though you might not remember, it was 1979.’
My mind map turns into a cinema screen, memory switch flicks, the projector rolls and young Enright, my father and I are sitting in my father’s Trabant. In the way of old movies the colours are amplified, garish.
‘Anyway, dobro pozhalovat v universitet. Welcome to the university.’
Russian pronunciation flawless as ever, Enright’s English suffering in comparison, as though he is reading from an autocue. Attending with Jonas is Enright’s secretary Judy, who according to Jonas also goes back to my father’s time. She has covered a small table with trimmed sardines, orange and black caviar in fingerbowls, technicolour salads, rye in straw baskets and white bread slathered with butter. Tea is on offer, so too vodka and chilled water. We look out to the lawn and its lounging students.
‘Perhaps we should reconvene there?’ Judy jokes.
‘That would do your spread an injustice, Judy. Pearls to swine. Besides I’ve a speech to make, might be my last, who knows. To an audience of three.’ To whom he turns.
‘This as you know is an auspicious day for the department. I’m very pleased to welcome Vassili Sergeyevich Kurguzikov to the teaching staff. We older folk’ — a rueful grin at Judy — ‘remember his father Sergey’s visit fifteen years ago. Going even further back I was the beneficiary of Sergey and Teresa’s hospitality when on exchange in Moscow. Sergey Vladimirovich did a lot behind the scenes to ensure I had a tremendous experience, for which I am forever indebted. Sergey Vladimirovich was — is — a trailblazer between our two countries in the Cold War era and beyond. That took more courage than most of us can begin to imagine. He did as much as anyone to break down some odious Soviet stereotypes prevalent at the time. So, Vassili Sergeyevich,’ — he looks straight at me, a disconcerting stress on the patronymic — ‘we have every confidence that you’ll further the family tradition and hope that everyone will make full use of the wonderful opportunity your presence provides.’
Enright’s challenging look somewhat belies the assurance. Puts teenage me back in the forest.
Dutiful applause. The professor fills four glasses with water. ‘Za druzey — novykh, starykh i otsutstvuyushich.’ He translates for Judy whose Russian seems scratchy. ‘To friends, new, old and absent,’ and gestures at the table. ‘You have a choice of colourless drinks. Vodka ili voda. I’ll stick to water, and I’m mindful it’s Vassili’s first teaching class tomorrow. As I said, avoiding stereotypes.’ He flicks a meaningful glance Jonas’s way.
I sense unease, antipathy even, between Jonas and Enright. They avoid eye contact. Cross either and I might find myself the unwilling completion of a triangle or a pawn to be played off.
I stay up all night preparing an introduction to Russian verb tenses, recording phrases illustrating the correct use of each on a cassette player Judy lends me. The class is a first-year group of twenty. Jonas speculates that most know the Cyrillic alphabet but some still struggle to read beyond the introductory chapters in the main textbook. A trial exercise — if everyone copes, Enright will offer me two more classes the following month.
I stride into class five minutes before schedule, get out my notes, plug in the tape recorder, uncap the red and black texta pens from my stationery cupboard, place the eraser against the whiteboard, and say a cheery Dobroye utro, ‘Good morning’, to seventeen faces. Further attempts at icebreaking will trigger the tic in my right cheek.
Weaving chalk sentences around a core precept, as nimble minds click and whir into action, is the nearest teaching comes to epiphany. Texta on whiteboard doesn’t strike the same spark. Nevertheless I write the thirty-three letters of the alphabet, and add illustrating sentences below, red for Russian, black for English. We travel to Flinders Street Station every day. Yesterday we travelled to Flinders Street, but on the bus. Tomorrow we will go there on the tram, past the MCG. I am trusting that inserting local landmarks will underline their new teacher’s confidence to engage, meet his students halfway.
One or two copy the first few phrases. The rest rustle notepaper, tap pencils, whisper to one another. Discombobulated, I plough on till the board is full and I have to turn around.
‘Please copy these down and translate them for homework. If you have time please practice their future and past variants.’
Half an hour remains to play the twenty-minute tape. When they troop out five minutes early I try to rub off my work with the eraser. Both textas are indelible. Red-faced, I go to ask Judy for methylated spirits and a rag.
She pats me on the shoulder. ‘Relax. I’ll sort the whiteboard.’
‘Embarrassing for the department,’ she says on returning.
‘Yes. I promise to use the right texta.’
‘No, no,’ she laughs. ‘We’ve all done that. I meant three people turning up to your lunch. Sergey Vladimirovich used to pack the room. Sign of the times, alas.’
I am a rare captive audience and I sense, a living link to better days. For Professor Enright, she confides over tea, retirement at forty-five can’t come soon enough. Once among the largest in the entire arts faculty, his department has dwindled to a backwater. The university is reconfiguring the linguistic map, cannibalising the little languages and pressuring him to accept a hollow sinecure as head of Slavic and Eastern European Studies or some such. I infer that Jonas’s prospects of teaching Lithuanian are more remote than ever, sharpening our rivalry. We will be vying for scraps.
‘Russian’s just not in vogue any more. The Cold War was good for business. The more global we become, the more monolingual we get. Not the way it’s meant to work, is it? You needn’t worry, you’re funded for this year. Your dad’s gone from strength to strength I believe. Once met, never forgotten. Very popular he was.’ Her wistful expression intimates with me among others. A confronting thought.
‘If you say so.’
‘Hmm. A different era. The pendulum’s swung all right. Nowadays a teacher can’t smile at a student without risking a complaint to some busybody ethics committee. Progress? I don’t know. Anyway, you’ll figure all that out. Oh, and Jonas asked me to give you this.’
She hands me an invitation to my first Australian party, to be held the following evening.
Jonas lives twenty minutes away from my flat, via Richmond’s curving back streets. I hear the ghetto blaster three blocks before I arrive. The door of the terrace house is ajar. Inside, people are conducting a chain of inaudible conversations along a corridor. I bend to remove my shoes but see that all the guests have kept theirs on. A sweetish smell permeates the air. Jonas weaves across the room, his eyes red-rimmed and unfocussed, and steers me towards a table laden with chips and dips. I bump the arm of a girl holding a drink. Wine spills down her front. She spins around, lavender and black makeup cracking into a scowl.
‘Wow, perfect. Claret on paisley green.’
I semaphore apology, backpedal.
‘You’re the Russian exchange person. Oh, fuck, I mean sorry. Please don’t hold it against me.’
‘Bit fucking late Kaz. I’d be transferring to Italian.’
The voice isn’t Jonas. I retreat further to the corridor, look around for him. No one introduces themselves and my ears hurt from the music. I pass unnoticed through the front door and hurry homeward.
I return the invitation the following week — can’t very well not.
‘Sure, love to. Can I bring someone else?’
‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Will this Saturday be convenient?’
★
Saturday, no classes, time stretches ahead. Any excuse to lapse into my old body clock. Early afternoon sun shines through chinks in the venetian blinds. Rubbing sleep from my eyes, I squint around my new bedroom.
I ease to the window, fumble with the cord. Whether through faulty design or my own lack of dexterity, the blind ruck to one side and the lowest frets snag slantwise. They at least afford a modicum of privacy. Punt Road passers-by now have an otherwise unimpeded view through my window. Indeed on bad days — are there good? — the flat seems a scorched-earth zone. Appliances unusable if not downright dangerous. The pear-shaped kitchen light jiggled loose one evening as I was shredding carrots, grazed my shoulder and smashed onto the linoleum. Its identical twin shot sparks across the bedroom the first and last time I switched it on. The pilled grey carpet is watermarked from an ancient plumbing catastrophe. Even the kettle poses conundrum. I fill it well over MAX and keep watch, not trusting it to switch itself off without burning the element. Two nights ago the knob broke off the toilet door, trapping me inside. Just as I reached the point of screaming for Anna, murmurs from the adjoining flat calmed me sufficiently to await daylight, then with thumbnail and forefinger worry the spindle till the snib slid free. Should I complain to the agent, exercise my ten pages worth of Victorian tenant rights spelled out in the lease? What would my father do?
Whatever his son couldn’t.
I sluice handfuls of basin water under my arms, down the back of my neck and between my shoulder blades. When will I learn to rely on running showers in all weathers? Nursing coffee — Nescafe Gold Blend with the nutty aftertaste — I sit down, stare at my diary. Too many impressions at once induce a kind of psychic indigestion, beyond disrupted sleep cycles. Flipping the diary face down, I sprawl over the divan, its velvet cover sticky with stain-proof spray. Pink undercoat, hastily applied, licks the wainscoting. Pale green wallpaper, knotted bamboo effect. From certain angles they resemble rabbits scratching their behinds. The flimsy rear entrance, flyscreen on plywood, wouldn’t deter a kamikaze mosquito squadron let alone a housebreaker’s burly shoulder. Draughts sneak through even when I lock all the windows and doors and push carpet snakes against thresholds. Evidently central heating is a northern hemisphere affectation. Although the total living area is about the same as our Moscow apartment, the niggardly door space and three and a half metre high ceiling bear down like a clamp. I’ve misjudged my predecessor. The flat itself repels occupation, will erase my presence as completely.
I don’t at first connect the floating roar of match day with the concrete stadium across Punt Road. It only intermittently resembles human noise — punctuations of applause amid puzzled lowing like fenced cattle. The allure of foreign ritual draws me over the grass towards the entrance gates. I sense the proceedings inside go beyond sport. This is the crucible of my new city, where its essence is forged.
I watch spectators disperse outside after the siren blast. Two sets of attire mingle. Black with a diagonal yellow stripe from shoulder to hip, or horizontal blue and white hoops. Blue-and-white straggle towards the railway station while yellow-and-black holler victory chants, ‘Oh, we’re from Tigerland’, amid parked cars. I wonder where is Tigerland… Collingwood?
Back inside the flat I wipe away the dust on the mantelpiece where Anna’s framed photograph stands. Beside the photo I’ve placed my Pushkin volume, its tassel, cherry-coloured like hers, marking where I left off rereading. She loves to recite Yevgeniy Onegin in a beautiful contralto, perfect pitch and rhythm. Yet the photo is in some subtle way unfaithful to the original. The features are true enough, but the play of light and shade pinches the curves of her lips, lends a brittle cast to the tilt of her nose, angularity to her jawline. It is an ambiguous talisman, at once challenging me to vindicate her tenuous faith and sustaining my neurotic isolation. I am the breadwinner. She is our rock. She should be here in my place, exploring our new life in Melbourne instead of enduring Moscow’s corrosive fear alone.
I rip a fresh sheet from the shopping pad stuck to the back door, transcribe into English Anna’s stern instructions for borscht: Boil meat on the bone. If no meat, use mushrooms. Dice onions, grate beetroot and carrots. Put olive oil in frypan and cook vegetables 15 minutes. Add salt and tomato paste, then lemon juice for colour. Cabbage and potatoes for stock. 2 bay leaves at the end. Plenty of salt! DON’T spoon in sour cream until ready to serve, or it will curdle! Mayonnaise is your second-best option.
What can go wrong?
Clutching two shiny carry-bags, one labelled Dimmeys, the other David Jones I walk along sun-spangled Punt Road pavement to Victoria Street, aware that the shops in Bridge Road are closer and probably cheaper. I am even better at wasting other peoples’ money than my own. Ritual claims me; it is as though I have spent all my courage to get here and there is none left for the small daily things. Perhaps I am not equal to this strange, sanguine city — this lively Vietnamese quarter I discover in Victoria Street for instance. In Moscow the Vietnamese wear communist tunics, their hair cut blunt. They stand together at the back of trolleybuses and peer about for roving gangs of blackshirts. Here I see neon flashes outside hairdressing salons and travel agencies. Men and women wear their hair fluffed or teased or gelled. Produce spills onto the streets. An air of exuberance, confidence, of having arrived.
At the shop counter I fumble for my list. The elderly Vietnamese shopkeeper takes abrupt pity on me and shepherds me around the stalls, selecting what I need.
Back at Punt Road I jab the vegetables on the carving board, blunt knife barely up to the job, gouging out ugly wedges that I trim before adding to the pot. Sipping the borscht, the texture is off. It’s too thin, but not smooth enough either, despite dollops of stock. Anna would never spoil such an easy dish. I want to ring her to check the recipe but I restrict myself to one call per two pockets full of coins, an hour per week set aside. Forbearance.
She did not telephone me at the hotel as arranged, nor could I call through to her. Three times daily I check my post box, forever clogged with advertising flyers and bills in windowed envelopes. Sinister possibilities multiply, run from the obvious via the fantastic to the unthinkable: the construction authorities, commencing their summer renovations early, have scrambled our local telephone exchange, call tariffs out of Russia have leapt to prohibitive levels, the institute still owes her three months’ back pay, someone followed her to the Western Union bureau where she collects my transfers and waited for her to emerge with the cash, Maria has contrived grounds for her eviction, she is injured, hospitalised, living with someone else. Meteorological sound effects — a howling blizzard, sonic surf, flames crackling along the line — defeated my first three calls. On the fourth attempt I got a female Russian robot. ‘Incorrect number. Incorrect number. Incorrect…’ Her jovial Telstra counterpart suggested I try again later when it wasn’t so busy.
I called my parents. The phone rang clear in space. On the sixth attempt I straight away wished I hadn’t. I wanted a few desultory words with my father, get that awkwardness over with then ask for my mother.
‘He’s not in a condition to talk right now,’ she repeated in her tired voice. No need to probe what that meant.
Three weeks into the lease, after an hour of frantic dialling (the longer Telstra takes to reconnect a home line to the flat, the more I consider leasing a mobile) Anna answers the phone. She can hear me — but my echo drowns her out. I shout my mailing address. Ask her to repeat, letter by letter, Punt Road Richmond. P-a-n-t R-o-d-e doesn’t reassure. The line fades in and out. ‘Punt not Pant. Oh, never mind, I’ll fax you the address!’ I bellow into silence. The connection rights itself. When I try to move the conversation beyond checking she is okay we veer into banalities. I hope Anna’s uncharacteristic dwelling on small talk — the price of carrots tripling in one week, a dead cat dumped on Maria Alexandrovna’s doorstep, the old woman leaving the bath running one day when she went to market, ruining the ceiling and sending the local telephone exchange haywire — is a veiled plea to accept the insurmountable barriers to intimacy. My panicky recapitulations, circling back to the beginning of sentences to salvage my intended meaning, only deepens our confusion. Then the treacherous connection splutters and fizzes, and I hang up bereft.
In the waning daylight the flat exudes melancholy. I hope Jonas and friend will not think it is all mine, will understand I contribute only a little.
As I turn on the outside light, footsteps resound on the stairwell. Jonas stands at the door with a bottle of Australian champagne, introduces the girl I collided with at the party, who I have since seen coming out of Jonas’s classes. This morning I placed two pairs of carpet slippers side by side to prompt my guests to take off their shoes in the hallway. Karen nods hello and sails past. Jonas’s rueful shrug conveys when in Melbourne… If she was my student the next class would have a barbed emphasis on cultural customs. I usher them into the living room and fetch three champagne flutes, noticing with dismay that two of them are caked with washing liquid residue and the other has a chipped rim.
Jonas peels the foil from the cork. ‘Let’s have another crack at a proper welcome.’
‘Better late than never. Same expression in Russian, yes?’
‘Da. Would you have a tea towel I can open this with? I’d better point it well away, it might leave an exit wound.’
I oblige. Jonas pours the drinks and raises his in toast. ‘Za druzhbu mezhdu narodami! To friendship between nations,’ he translates for Karen’s benefit.
‘Chin chin.’ Karen has a brazen way of scrutinising everything in the room, casting methodically up and down. Her gaze settles on Anna.
‘That your wife?’
‘Yes.’
‘Is she coming out?’
‘I do not know. It is in the balance. Probably, but it depends on her.’
‘I wouldn’t mind working over there. Teach English, move on to bigger and better things. Theatre maybe. Much demand for that?’
‘Of course. What is your profession?’
‘I’m an actress between jobs.’
I recognise the code words ‘between jobs’.
I say, ‘You mean you are unemployed?’
‘Yeah, but that’s not how I think of it, okay?’ she shoots back.
‘Dream on, princess,’ Jonas says, rejoining us. ‘You wouldn’t hack Moscow. Try learning their alphabet first. Native speakers are a dime a dozen. Why would they need you?’
‘What would you know, mister armchair traveller? Never been north of Broadmeadows in your life.’
I have a premonition of something burning an instant before the smell reaches us. I race to the kitchen where we gather over the wreckage of the borscht, a raft of vegetables floating on a black crust.
I knead my palms. ‘So shaming…’
‘Our fault, we waylaid you,’ Jonas consoles. ‘Can’t cook from the living room.’
‘But it is unfit to eat, it is ruined.’
‘A tad well-done, that’s all.’
‘Please, I cannot serve you this. It is an insult to guests.’
‘Don’t be silly. Here, let me. Lemon tea with your soup? Karen?’
We eat in silence. For dessert I open a tin of pears. Karen makes ill-disguised attempts to catch Jonas’s attention.
‘We’ve got to get going,’ she eventually says. ‘There’s a party on tonight.’
‘Well, so long.’
Jonas pats me on the back as Karen makes for the door with a parting flick of her hand.
I wait for their arguing voices to die away before pouring a drink, Georgian cognac I’d bought for the occasion. Liquid swishing over glass resonates in the gloom. The spirit slides down my throat like a hot capsule, softly implodes and soaks through. I am not after all a stereotypical Russian. I do not drink to drown myself, to dull pain or for drinking’s sake, but to dissolve the blockages between memory and now, until my two lives reconnect.
I go downstairs onto Punt Road. The jostle of cars has dissipated. They glide down the hill, sashaying between lanes. MCG lights shine closer, their outlines fuzzed in the wavering breeze. For now, suspended between familiarity and strangeness, it is enough to be in Melbourne, but not of it.
Back inside the darkness of the flat, Anna’s photo is a revelation, like stumbling upon an icon in a dusty catacomb. I stand at a worshipful distance until weariness guides me to bed past the unwashed dishes.
★
Writing cannot be put off forever. If — if — Anna has sent me a letter it should have arrived by now, so best to assume it has fallen out of the plane somewhere over the Himalayas. Soviet postal clerks used to screen outgoing missives for subversive contents. These days they pilfer anything with market value. What odds mail coming the other way? Probably worse. I dither between a postcard — quicker to arrive, tamper-proof — and an aerogram with fold-up wings. In the end I opt for the aerogram. Placing it next to my notepad, I unsheathe my fountain pen, last year’s birthday present from Anna. I begin draft number eight.
Dear Anyutchka
I have made a good start, already have my own flat not far from work. The streets are very clean and well-ordered, you will feel safe here. Melbourne is quiet, more like Tarusa than a city, or how I imagine a city, but a good place for families. It reminds me of a well-organised holiday camp. 
I blink at my inanities, tear off the page, crumple and fling it over my shoulder. Seven others ring the wastepaper bin. Shot number eight ricochets off the wall and finds its mark. Then the nib bends from my scrawling and will yield no ink. It is all I can do not to open the front window and aim it straight at an MCG light tower. Instead I hurl the pen at the doorway. It skips off the knob and onto the linoleum. Indigo pours out, away from the carpet. I sop up the worst with toilet paper, test the pen on notepaper. It has withstood my tantrum.
I decide to visit Balaclava before it gets dark. For want of anything better to do on an overcast Sunday.
★
Before I left, Anna garnered some addresses of former work colleagues who had settled in Balaclava. Tucking her list back into my hip pocket I continue towards Carlisle Street shopping strip. I have no intention of looking them up, however one or two kerbside appraisals might bear useful comparison with my accommodation. Baking aromas mingle with coffee and querulous accents. Men in waistcoats stand around a bench, their two-handed gestures miming a political discussion. Speak English, you’re not that old I want to say. Or if you can’t, sit down. Then feel ashamed of myself.
Govorim po-russki, we speak Russian announces a real estate agent’s window in Cyrillic, as does a grocery shop with barrows full of shiny fruit. Even the lemons look waxed. Stripped junk for the poorest migrants, felt armchairs sorely in need of upholstery clutter a doorway. Conversations swirl around me. Yiddish with snatches of Russian, Russian laced with Ukrainian, salty Odessan idiom. A young Australian couple bustle past me, also wanting to escape. ‘R-r-rah-shins here, R-r-rah-shins there, R-r-rah-shins everywhere,’ the boy mutters in a bad accent. The girl titters.
I stuff the address list into an upright bin, and jaywalk towards a railway bridge with an aquatic mural proclaiming LADY OF ST KILDA, mermaids bodysurfing a tempest. A tram looms underneath. Its poster of a female television journalist shunts by before the driver stops to let me on. Palm trees are reflected in the driver’s window as we cross Brighton Road. Two stops later I smell the sea. A McDonalds bestrides a traffic island, sun burnishing its golden arches.
I head for the beach along the wall of a fun park, its entrance a fiend’s grinning mouth. Thin screams issue from witches’ hats whirling to the peak of a carousel. The breeze dies away and the temperature climbs. Yellow sand forms a crust that breaks underfoot. The tide ebbs. Thickets of masts sway behind the marina. Further offshore cargo ships wend their way towards the Yarra River.
Wiping my soles on the grass, I walk past a public toilet painted red, gold, and black. Itinerants loiter on a pathway. I swerve in the direction of the street. A hand pats my elbow. ‘Gotta dollar buddy?’ I wheel around, crushing the man’s fingers against my ribs and flee back to the tram, a volley of abuse ringing in my ears.
★
My desk diary flips open at today, 1 May, where I’ve written PHONE INSTALLATION — 9 AM underneath HELEN BACK FROM HOLIDAYS. I blow off the last sawdust from the linesman’s drill, punch the number into the keypad. Seven rings, a male grunt.
‘Helen Dalrymple please.’
‘Wrong number, mate.’
Click. I examine the diary. In my haste I mistook the last digit, a blotted one, for a four. I wouldn't even make the grade as a courier. When I called two weeks before, the answering machine guillotined the first part of the recorded message. ‘This is Helen’s phone. Peter and I have gone camping. Wish me luck. If neither of us murders the other we’ll be back on the first. To all you burglars out there, good luck hacking through the triple alarm, you’ll find nothing worth stealing anyway.’
If her intention was to deter unsolicited callers from leaving messages, it worked for me.
I step outside to collect my thoughts. Midway down the stairwell a window faces east. Black clouds billow over distant hills. In the foreground toy houses as if emptied from a sack have mostly landed upright. Who was it wrote that everybody saw the world with one eye turned inwards? Simone de Beauvoir? Has to be one of the existentialists. Make that one eye and a half in my case. My want of ambition, chronic failure of nerve, fumbling opportunity after opportunity, is apiece with these dribbling suburbs. In place of a Kremlin — failing that, my phantom apartment towers — foliage, roof edges and industrial ramparts merge grey.
There are of course, conscience-salving options. Like locating the address and leaving the parcel in the letterbox with a note to its rightful recipient, making clear I have no wish for further acquaintance. Come to that, why not just mail it off, be done with it? I lick two stamps from the six-pack purchased from the newsagent’s, stick them alongside her address, a third for good measure, and set off for the post office, whistling.
★
Listless end-of-term pervades the campus. Some first-years beeline for the library, folders tucked underarm. Groups of older students play cards on the lawn. Remembering I have papers to collect, I backtrack to the department. Photocopied handouts are stuffed in my pigeonhole together with a sheaf of completed assignments. Six of seventeen due, no pink request forms for extensions or other messages. Jonas’s desk is empty. I haven’t seen him for several days. When I asked Judy whether Jonas was ill, she replied with uncharacteristic brusqueness that his hours had been reduced and busied herself with a jammed stapler.
Judy cranes her head round my door. ‘Phone call for you. Helen someone. I’m guessing one of your Dad’s old students got wind you’re here. I’ll put her through.’
I pick up my extension.
‘Hel-lo?’ I recognise the faux-European lilt from her answering message. Scrabbling noises, a feline yowl in the background as though someone is dragging it by the tail. Only after several seconds does the noise, or one source of the noises, register as human. ‘Excuse me a sec? Peter, shut the door before Buddha gets out. We’re not on Sorrento foreshore now.’ She’s reverted to flat, exasperated Strine.
‘You left the fucking door open, not me!’
‘Charming, Peter. Sorry, Vassili — Vassili, isn’t it?’ Amplified whisper, palm cupped round the mouthpiece. ‘This is Helen Dalrymple. Just calling to thank you for sending the parcel. How much should I reimburse you for the post?’
Reimburse? Where is my Thesaurus when I need it?
‘Repeat please?’
‘How much should I pay you for the postage?’
‘Please, not need. You are welcome.’
‘Your English is very good. I’d talk Russian to you but it’s all rusted away. Anyway…’
A strained formality, wary spaces between words.
‘Please thank your father for the… gift.’
I assume she means the ring. Better not to ask. A longer pause.
‘And the money. Let me know if there’s anything I can help you with in return.’
Whether or not a microphone effect, her offer comes over a little perfunctory.
‘Thank you, very kind. But it is not necessary. Please excuse me. Now I must prepare for class.’
‘All the best then.’ She exhales the words.
I suspect she is more than a little relieved I don’t take up her offer.
‘Proshai.’ She hangs up first.
I find the Collins Russian-English Pocket Dictionary, half-buried under desk debris. Proshai. Farewell, no hard feelings but we won’t meet again, not to be confused with the all-purpose goodbye do svidanya. From someone who claims to have forgotten the language, proshai is a highly passive-aggressive way to sign off. As if she’d rehearsed our conversation for thirteen years.
And who might Peter be? Husband? Lover? Son? Best have handy a white lie should my father inquire. That scalded-cat screech could belong to any Australian male between fourteen and forty.
Along the corridor the professor’s agitated rumble blends with Judy’s pacifying tones. I hear each say my, Jonas’s, and Karen’s name in turn, context inaudible. Waiting until the corridor is clear, I leave by the fire stairs, hoping more fervently than usual not to run into any of my students. If my Melbourne sojourn has taught me anything, I am after all a rear-exit person. Only five turned up for this morning’s revision session on verbs of motion. I prepared it over two weeks. Amid whispers and notes passed round, one, the self-proclaimed class dunce, fell sideways between seats. Suppressed sniggers when I swung around. I resolved to allocate higher weighting to verbs of motion in the forthcoming exams.
My Moscow students were not my type but an unspoken contract prevailed — agreed destination if not shared journey. Our common enterprise was never in question. Attendance and punctuality were givens. I took their maturity and discipline for granted. Here the syllabus is incidental, fills space between football and other pastimes. Judy is right. Who needs Russian in Melbourne?
At the end of every class I overhear, or imagine I do, murmurs, undercurrents of antagonism. Am I paranoid to suspect Jonas orchestrates the sniggering? I hope I am. My diminishing number of regular students subdivides into two groups. Three or four wide-eyed dilettantes, Marxist Club stalwarts, make up one. On their behalf Jonas conveys repeated invitations to join mushrooming expeditions outside Melbourne or to judge folk singing competitions, hinting that continuing refusal might be impolitic. But I resent being treated as the token native, and dislike petty competition at the best of times. Among the other group I encounter genial indifference, friendliness-to-a-point totted up and dispensed like sugar rations. Seeing me in the corridor they ask how I am settling in and without pausing, continue on their way, nursing cup and saucer of tea slopping onto a biscuit. Occasionally they praise my English. I smile back in the baleful assurance that I will only deserve the compliments when they stop.
The odd show-off ventures salutations, bypassing the formal second-person Vy for ty, appropriate only for intimates and juniors. French, which I know is widely taught in Australian secondary schools, has the same distinction — vous and tu. So where is the cultural tripwire here? Has deference been bred out of Australians’ DNA — the convict strain? And misplacing the stress on Kurguzikov, no matter how many times I go over it in class. ‘People! Keep repeating until it sticks. Kurguzikov. Not Kurguzikov or Kurguzikov.’
What if I turn up in a Siberian tunic strumming a balalaika — would that win them over? The McLenins T-shirt I saw on sale at Victoria Market, golden arches irradiating Vladimir Ilyich’s visage might do the trick. I am their Russian stereotype in person I conclude, neither fashionable nor kitsch nor communist enough to be interesting. My father could climb down into the marketplace, kick away hierarchical props, treat everyone alike. English Plus taught me or should have, that democracy at its core is less a system than an attribute. I, homo sovieticus vassilicus, am exactly what I profess to despise — a scared, aggressive conformist, closet authoritarian who craves obeisance where none is due. Judgmental to boot. Small wonder I am such a letdown.
Ambush-perfect, Paul Symonds intercepts me halfway down the stairs. In a better mood I find time for Paul, a recent mature-age addition to my morning group who, despite juggling full-time work as a middle manager in the Department of Veterans Affairs, three other Bachelor of Arts subjects and a young family, achieved ninety per cent in his first test, two grades above anyone else. When I proffered stiff congratulations, Paul looked at his shoes and averred he must be a late bloomer. Lanky and undernourished, swot glasses, he sits apart from the others, embarrassed by their shenanigans.
‘Hi, Vassili,’ Paul begins, ‘I was wanting to chat to you about seminar options for next semester.’
I bite back the words but might as well have uttered them aloud. Hauteur flames my cheeks. A retort broadcasts inside my head. Mr Kurguzikov to you. Top of the class Mr Symonds, you of all people should know that. Dobriy den, Vassili Sergeyevich! Mogu li ya pogovorit s Vami o vozmozhnostyakh provedeniya seminarov na sleduyushiy semestr — even better.
If I, Vassili Sergeyevich deign to take out my inferiority complex on my star student, that is my prerogative to abuse. Now Vassili Sergeyevich will go home, stew, absorb the lesson, recover some grace and thank Mr Symonds — Paul — later.
Much later.
Paul opens his mouth to continue, but lapses into comprehending silence.
‘Another time Mr Symonds,’ I say. ‘I am sure the departmental secretary can make you an appointment for next week. Good luck in the exams.’
I hurry through a sandstone quadrangle with ivy-braided balustrades, take the long way to the cafeteria via the medical and engineering departments, fight the urge to skulk home and to hell with my three o’clock class. Flagstone paths thread between buildings, lead to trucks backed up near the student union building. Men in overalls hoist speaker stacks onto a brick platform. Foldback scorches from microphone consoles. Two women in blue canteen uniforms dispense beakers of cask wine to couples smooching near a pearly drum-kit. Band Week proclaims a banner ringing the stage. Another week, another Week. With this piled-on frivolity it is a wonder anyone turns up to class. Spoilt kids with too much time on their hands.
Well, I can teach them a thing or two about being spoilt. If I wasn’t staring down the barrel at my thirties I might feel less curmudgeonly. Worst of all, I would be the first to disown this kind of snobbery coming from anyone else.
‘Vas-si-li!’ My dunce is sitting at a wooden table with three classmates including Karen, who has sporadically attended my class since transferring from Jonas’s group over a month ago. I can’t remember their names — am hard pressed to match any names to faces, proof positive of my faltering professionalism. Last week the boy came to class via the pub, not for the first time and interrupted my painstaking explanations of adjectival endings with critiques of Aquarium’s latest CD. My patience snapped.
‘Aquarium! The Russian Rolling Stones. Dinosaurs!’
At least that made the class sit up and pay attention for half a minute.
‘Sorry about this morning,’ says the boy. ‘Way out of order. Coffee’s on me.’ Before I demur he fetches a tray of styrofoam cups from a dispenser. Brown liquid scalds my fingers when I pop open the lid.
‘You’ll need more than canteen cappuccinos to bribe your way through first term,’ one of the other boys remarks.
‘Ask Karen about that. She’d know better than me.’
‘Shut up, jerk.’ Karen thumps the fleshy part of the boy’s shoulder. The resounding whack startles customers at neighbouring tables.
‘Don’t mind her. She’s just a provintsialnaya devushka, a hick from Tasmania. What do you think of the uni? Australian students a bit slack, or what?’
‘Lazy, you mean? Well, yes, a little perhaps.’ My answer is, I guess, immaterial. I am the unwilling participant in a game, the rules of which I do not understand.
‘We’re having a party tomorrow night in Fitzroy. Karen, write down the address for him. Any time after seven, just bring yourself.’
‘Thank you. I will come if I possibly can.’
‘When do you miss Russia most?’ the other girl asks.
‘I do not miss Russia in the abstract. Only my wife. And parents.’
I want to add when I am having this kind of conversation. I sip what’s left of my coffee.
‘Where are all the old dissidents, now there’s no KGB?’
‘We have FSB instead. Same bottle, new label. Anyway, you think I am so old?’
‘Wasn’t that your era? Or did it all pass you by?’
‘I have no idea. You are asking the wrong person. I could lecture you all day about anarchy, food riots, queues dawn to dusk. This is the life I left to taste your Australian paradise. Would you be interested? I think not. As for our ex-dissidents, these days they are selling oil shares and real estate. Probably to yours.’
That shuts them up. I move to another table around the corner, get out my Macquarie, leaf through to prig: “an affected person, attentive to principle or duty, especially in a self-righteous way.” Oh, that’s me, Vassili Sergeyevich Kurguzikov to a K all right.
★
Multistorey residential blocks, more commonplace in certain inner-city precincts than I imagined, rise over Nicholson Street. Do they smell of cat piss too? On the edge of a park two possums tussle for a chip packet. The victor licks the spoils clean and scuttles up an elm trunk. I walk past ivy-clad pergolas, hanging baskets over verandas, to Russia House, a grey sandstone building with cake-frost plasterwork. A note taped to the front door confirms it is open for another twenty minutes. Repeated knocking barks my knuckles. Then again, a Russian museum that disregards its own hours suits the times.
Cyclists in yellow helmets wobble past in the village-quiet Fitzroy evening. I cross a T-junction to an oval, keep to the mesh fence marking its perimeters. The last footballers trudge off in twos and threes.
Heels click rhythm behind me. I turn to see Karen catching up. Since our cafeteria encounter her hair has transformed from rinsed-out henna to a lime-green robin’s nest.
‘Heading my way?’
‘Actually I am going to church.’
‘So go later. Then you’ll have more to confess.’
‘Thanks sincerely. But the service begins soon.’
We fall into step. Approaching the house, the end of a row of terraces facing the oval, I see Jonas leaning against a door open to the veranda. I want to run in the opposite direction. Keep my head — narrowly. Karen cocks hers, expression wise under the silly hair.
‘Isn’t it a long way to come just to be more Russian than in Russia?’
She is the calm, perplexed teacher upbraiding a talented but underperforming student who she still hopes will come good. Reasonably enough under the circumstances — my students have taught me more in a day than I them over an entire semester.
‘Kind of defeats the purpose of your exchange, don’t you reckon? I mean, when do you break out of the bubble? Your business, I just don’t get it, that’s all. Wasting everyone’s time.’
Jonas sees us, sways forward, leers. ‘You’re a fast worker, babe.’
‘Poshol na khuy.’
Where has Karen been hiding that perfect enunciation? In class she can barely recite the alphabet. She stiff-arms aside her ex-boyfriend ex-teacher, who no doubt has taught her that vilest of imprecations. Fuck off does not come close to adequate translation. Russian profanity is on par with vodka — effect not to be underestimated, foreigners beware. They resume their argument more or less where they left off on my back stairs post-dinner. Jonas pursues her inside.
I stay on the street, permit myself a few moments to digest her insights, then head in the direction of the Church of the Holy Trinity. Enright proposed I bring my class here for cultural exposure. It stands sentinel on a corner, bluestone chimney in place of a dome, crosspiece stark white on violet sky. A girl folds hymn lists in a room adjoining the chapel. Red wax candles illuminate incense stands. Above the altar the Holy Mother’s loving gaze locks onto an archangel. For fifty cents I buy an incense stick which the vendor lights from hers. The congregation gathers at the rear of the church. The men stare straight ahead, kneading their hands while the women clutch gladioli, genuflect, mutter prayers. Like me they appear more footloose than pious, there by default or the off-chance of a miracle.
A priest and his retinue, robed in silk vestments, file out from behind the altar screens. Chanting begins in Old Slavonic; long, tumbling, breathless incantations swelling to full-throated paeans to God on High. People bow, cross themselves, shuffle sideways as the procession pauses before a large bible mounted on a wooden stand. Summoning worshippers one by one the priest drapes cloth over their heads and mouths sacraments as they kiss the text. My incense burns out.
‘Go on,’ a woman whispers. ‘Your turn now.’
The priest nods. Someone pushes me forward. Silk cool on my nape, I brush my lips on the waxy page, straightening up only when the bony hand relaxes. The woman smiles, pats me on the back. Faces moon around me, shimmering in the candle-glow.
★
The sharp yellow edge of a telegram protrudes from my letterbox. Going upstairs I rip it open, tearing off the last two words. Sticky taping it together, I read aloud:
GOT VISA AND TICKETS WILL ARRIVE MELBOURNE 7 AM FRIDAY JUNE 6TH QF418 VIA SYDNEY. LOTS HAS HAPPENED, WILL EXPLAIN ON ARRIVAL. XXOO.

★
Ululating tomcats on the back stairs jerk me awake five minutes ahead of the alarm. I flop sideways, kill the time display on the digital clock. Clothes lie folded at the foot of the bed: pumice-grey woollen jacket, white wedding shirt, socks matching black shoes buffed to the sheen of my pressed trousers. I straighten the bedcover over fresh sheets, place a sprig of wattle in a glass on the bedside table and ring Silver Top to confirm the taxi is on its way.
I’ve scripted our reunion all week. Victoria Street shops first. Anna will not relax without a prices reconnaissance. Next the 7-Eleven store with its wondrous cascading confectionery vats. Over the road to the MCG parklands. A timely sun shower (I checked the forecast), pretext to snuggle closer. On returning I will hitch up the blinds, place a cushion on the divan, start on dinner, insist she put her feet up, shoo her out of the kitchen. Unsheathe the vegetable knife and roll an onion over the chopping board. Plump and tangy, if a shade green, it will add bite to borscht. Rattle around for a few minutes, murder the recipe all over again, call her in to correct my culinary misstep… dispense with foreplay…
A horn toots from the car park. I slip on my shoes, snib the flywire door and hurry downstairs. The driver, slouched over the bonnet of a green Camry grinds his cigarette underfoot as I approach. His blond hair is teased up from both temples in an unconvincing wreath. I would have gone with a front to back comb-over. Failing that, buzz-cut.
Is this an early male midlife affliction, surreptitiously appraising each other’s thinning crowns? Like dogs sniffing hindquarters? For my last two haircuts the barber avoided handing me a mirror to check the nape view.
‘Air-o-port?’ Accent from my part of the world, or slightly north.
‘Da.’ I settle into the front seat. What odds two identically pattern-balding Russians in the one car in Melbourne collecting my wife? It is enough to turn a man superstitious. Or religious.
Upon entering Punt Road the Camry thrusts into the right lane, triggering horn blasts from behind. We idle behind a P-plater oblivious to the turning arrow.
‘What are you waiting for, a written invitation?’ He squints sideways at me. ‘Meeting someone?’
‘My wife.’
‘She from Moscow too?’
‘Good guess. You’d be from St Petersburg.’
‘That’s right. The real capital.’ The man’s ginger stubble cracks into a smirk.
‘Let’s not talk politics,’ I say. ‘It never leads anywhere.’ Taxi drivers are not people one antagonises.
‘Can’t argue with that. The state the country’s in, you and I might as well fight over a comb.’ I pat my crown.
We are taking circuitous byways for little apparent gain. On the fare meter lighter traffic does not make up for the frequent speed bumps and T-junctions.
‘Why aren’t we on the freeway?’
‘You want to navigate? Fine. The street directory is in the glovebox. If we took the freeway now we’d be jammed arse to bumper till next week. Do I look like I need a dollar that badly?’
The road bisects worn parkland surrounding a zoo, tapers between hugger-mugger cottages on the brow of a hill. Near a concrete culvert it loops back as an underpass feeds cars into airport lanes. We enter at punishing speed, surging past a tight convoy of trucks.
‘How long have you driven cabs?’
‘Three years. Three months less than I’ve been in Melbourne. Knock on any Balaclava door, chances are an unemployed Russian engineer-turned-cabbie will answer. I’m no exception. The earnings go up and down, though it’s easier now I own the car. In principle it’s a free occupation. If I get a run of airport jobs or if it’s hopelessly quiet I knock off early. And of course it’s much safer than back home.’
Corrugated hangars hover into view. High beam lasers from a radar dish scour the dawn. I budgeted for a fifty-dollar fare. The meter ticks thirty-five outside Qantas Domestic Arrivals.
The driver presses a business card to his palm — Victorian Taxi Directorate embossed in ridged blue — together with the change.
‘Keep it handy. I don’t know your situation but as we say back home, even your grandmother doesn’t know if it will rain or snow.’
QF418 holds second place on the arrivals board as QF454 from Brisbane leapfrog up the list. Still time for a present. Anna is a fickle recipient; even roses provoke accusations of wastefulness or poor choice of scent. She’d spurned my telegraphed offer to book a meet-and-greet service for her transfer from Aeroflot to Qantas at Sydney Airport.
QF454 is first to unload. I wish we had a Plan B but her terse telegram hinted that the Russian telephone system was close to outright collapse and extended conversation under such duress could itself undo the most careful arrangement. As I vacillate between tea-tree oil and jojoba lotion the voiceover announces QF418’s arrival. I race towards the exit doors. Bags plop on the floor besides embracing relatives, blocking my way. The crowd thins.
Hair loose, she is wearing a mandarin jumpsuit I don’t remember. Half pushing, half kicking her suitcases, dazed and blotchy she collapses into my shoulders. I ease her onto a soft vinyl bench. Everyone else has dispersed or moved on. We are completely alone — as much as a reuniting couple can be in a major airport. I disentangle myself, stand up.
‘Mind our things. I’ll grab a trolley.’
‘Vasya!’ She turns to face me, clasps my hands. ‘What I have to tell you can’t wait. After you left your father got so bad your mother told me she had no choice but walk out. I said she could stay with me. Then I got a call from Rita at English Plus. He hadn’t been to work for two weeks and the place was in chaos. I dropped everything and rushed to their flat. When I got there an ambulance van was parked outside their building entrance. They were already carting him away. Probably heart attack, the driver told me. He couldn’t be sure because the body had been lying there overnight and they were only called when the smell seeped into the neighbour’s flat. But when Teresa and I were clearing out his effects we found an empty bottle of tablets, and a note. I have robbed the past to pay for the present. This all happened last Friday, six days before I flew out. All week I tossed and turned over whether, how, when to tell you, but decided to do it in person rather than risk being misunderstood on a dodgy phone line, or a letter going astray. We buried him at Kaluga cemetery behind the church, near my parents’ graves. If we had told the priest about the tablets he would not have permitted the burial at all. A terrible insult to an atheist, but believe me there was nowhere else. Apart from the gravediggers and the priest, your mother and I were the only ones there.’
The floor lists. I sit down so as not to fall down. In a stupor I stare at a blown-up poster of Sydney Harbour Bridge in the foreground, Qantas plane overhead. A tremor spreads out from my solar plexus. Shock setting in? Anna is beside me all the while, clasping my hand, calm — or glazed over too? Side on I can’t tell.
By the time we hoist each other up, shuffle to the trolley, push the luggage through sliding exit doors, hail a taxi, set off in silence for Richmond, Qantas has flown back to Sydney. This driver is a taciturn Ethiopian, thank God. We are incapable of small talk.

★
CHURCH OF THE HOLY VIRGIN’S PROTECTION
★

Despite its bristling fortifications — every home a verdant citadel, cookie-cut nature strips, bluestone fences needing a stepladder to scale — South Yarra’s almost life-size appearance draws me in; a decent snowfall away from a gingerbread village. I take out the directory page, peer at sundry landmarks. The Church of the Holy Virgin’s Protection I marked with a big blue X. Moore Street kinks to a tessellated alleyway, twin bollards halt cars.
Since that evening service at the Holy Trinity, the day Anna’s telegram arrived, I’ve been sidling up to faith. The A-to-Z of Martyrs book Anna brought to Melbourne confirms that Saint Tatiana was a pretty deacon the Romans tossed to the lions around 350AD. Tatiana’s icon captures an abashed expression, uncertain of her paragon status, hinting at a life outside her good works. Plus, she is the patron saint of students. That Tatiana happens to be Anna’s mother’s name seems almost superfluous.
In truth religion has lurked in the background all my life at pivotal moments. For years my mother surreptitiously attended the Church of St John the Warrior where she and Anna met. One afternoon when I was seven, going on eight, she whisked me from school without warning or explanation, hurried me down the metro escalators, shushed my questions with ‘You’ll see.’ My child-self understood this was a rare glimpse of an alternative mother: hip-hugging maroon skirt, matching stilettoes, brocaded blouse, pumping stride — all business. When we reached St John’s side entrance, concealed behind straggly twin poplars, she rapped on the door. It opened to a dusty back room. A nervous blond priest in black cassock and cross, absurdly young and three or four older adults greeted us. On a wooden table in the centre of the room was a large bowl half-filled with water.
‘Father Alexey will baptize you, darling. All you have to do is let him dip your head in the water three times while he says some prayers.’
The priest loosened my collar, placed my head over the bowl and lowered it in. The water was ice-cold but with a pleasant mineral scent. His sing-song intonation further muffled the prayer’s meaning, what little I could understand when my ears were above the surface. After the third immersion my mother dried my hair, thanked the priest and witnesses hurried me outside. On the street she took my shoulders. ‘Whatever happens from here, you are part of the church. Don’t say a word about this to your father. Or anyone else. Big, big trouble. Promise?’
I kept my word, but it still leaked out. The following evening my parents had a shrieking, plate-hurling argument like never before or again. I hid in my room, expecting the authorities to arrive. They subsided, went to bed. Neither ever spoke about it. Until Anna arrived on the scene, religion was a verboten topic in the Kurguzikov household. No doubt my father considered its banishment a resounding victory.
When Anna and I announced our engagement my mother pushed for Father Aleksey, by now her confessor, to preside over the nuptials. Family battlelines were redrawn. Alliances shaken up, others cemented. Anna promised me her silent support, pointing out that in the last few months several of her colleagues had come out as Orthodox, even wore crosses without apparent repercussions. But, as putative daughter-in-law who couldn’t even contribute financially to the nuptials, at the family table she kept her opinions to herself. Marriage would secure her propiska. There was also the awkward fact that Anna had no relatives she could invite. For once I lined up with my father — an expedience we preferred to play down.
I wanted to stretch my wings and found parental cohabitation stifling. Anna conceded we had no time and space to ourselves. One or both of my parents always hovered, and she could hardly invite me to her student dormitory. Nowhere to rendezvous in between. We joked that, putting into practice my copy of Spock’s Guide to Sex, at this rate we would complete Chapter One on turning forty. The sooner we married, the quicker we could move into the apartment near Park Kultury Metro that my father found for us. Newlyweds jumped the public housing queue.
My mother’s plans were whittled down to the standard fifteen-minute affair at our local ZAGS. The celebrant, scarcely our age, bumbled through a homily on sexual continence and associated virtues, one virgin to another. At a table inside the entrance to the registry hall, plates with bread and salt were laid out, plus four shot glasses of vodka. We each bit bread, yeasty and aromatic. I sneaked a glance — was Anna also trying to take the bigger bite, thus establishing herself as the head of the household in keeping with tradition? Yes, the contest was on.
Taking my father’s lead, we quaffed vodka. I gasped, coloured for an instant, manfully kept it down. When it came time to seal the toast with a kiss, our faces squirmed till we got traction.
Registry book signed, we exited to Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. My father loaded our suitcases in the Trabant and drove us to Moscow Northern River Port where Alexander Radishchev, a three-hundred-berth behemoth, docked alongside Lev Tolstoy and Fyodor Shalyapin. We were embarking on an anti-clockwise loop, east then north via the Moscow-Volga canal, upstream to the Karelian lakes, on to St Petersburg and homeward along linking canals, nine days all told. Then a week to ourselves at the dacha. We would much rather have put the cruise second, or skip it altogether, but it was the only booking available that worked with our wedding date.
An hour into our honeymoon I wondered — but didn’t dare ask — if Anna also found the cruise a twisted joke, an anti-honeymoon. Forbidding company, porous acoustics and tiny berths. We were the only couple under thirty. Bathroom cubicle at the far end of the corridor. Already we were bored watching canal banks glide by. At two sharp the bell went for lunch. I sensed an oppressive punctuality. We stood behind trade union delegates and their wives for lukewarm pasties, coleslaw and a mandarin. When we returned to our cabin the men began their post-lunch constitutionals, lapping the deck, long strides, chests puffing and elbows flung out.
We sat on either side of the single bed, looked at each other.
‘Do you think they are saving the highlights till last?’ I joked.
‘Well it can only get better from here,’ Anna replied, not turning around.
When everyone disembarked at Uglich, the first sightseeing stop, our guide, sharp-faced Valeriya Filipovna led the group to Chaika Watch Factory via an unmarked back entrance. The front door was locked. Pride of place in the exhibition area belonged to a blown-up photo, dated 1967 of the factory boss accepting a diploma of High Achievement by Industrial Workers in Socialist Competition and Success in Communist Upbringing of the Workers in the Collective, the workers in question looking on. They did not appear thrilled.
‘At its peak in the 1970s,’ Valeriya intoned, ‘we exported watches to fifty-six countries.’
There was a sales counter near the exit. ‘Should we buy one?’ Anna whispered. Sergey had given us souvenir money.
‘I wouldn’t,’ I whispered back. ‘Chaika has seen better days. You’ll lose ten minutes in the first hour, make it up by seven the next.’
‘Stop it.’ She choked off a giggle.
Outside a wan sunset was beginning, elliptical clouds spread horizontal. Valeriya steered us away from Uglich’s many churches. Some resembled red and green tents pitched in a forest, others had spangled domes, gold blotched pink, stars burning like soldering irons. We passed one with a ruined belltower, door open to a dilapidated staircase. Straggling houses sank into their foundations. Malnourished, barefoot children peered through gates off their hinges, parents and grandparents leaned on bare windows. Provincial Russia was a foreign country Anna had fled.
Anna had a brainwave. ‘Act sick,’ she hissed. ‘And hang back.’
She caught up with the guide as the group was about to cross the moat to Uglich’s riverside Kremlin. ‘Valeriya Filipovna, my husband has a delicate stomach and is not feeling well. I should take him back to the boat. Very sorry to miss the rest of your interesting tour.’
Valeriya Filipovna gave a miffed nod.
The door to the bell tower stairs was open far enough to squeeze inside. A sign hanging from the doorknob warned that the stairs past the second floor were in hazardous disrepair. Anna went first. A quick reconnaissance to the first landing. She waved me up. We sat down, waited for noises above us. To be doubly sure, she checked that further access was roped off. Chimes from other churches began, descending harmonies summoning the faithful.
‘I reckon the bells will go on for about fifteen minutes. So now or never.’ She unbuttoned my shirt, jeans, then hers, helped me with her bra. Draped her coat beneath us, turned inside out to absorb tell-tale mess. To avoid tumbling down chipped and broken stairs, we did it doggy style on the stairs, her drawers hula-hooping off her ankles. The whole fumbling encounter lasted precisely the duration of the chimes, and spilled blood. As far as I could tell in dim light we hadn’t desecrated the stairs. It verged on disappointing, for Anna anticlimactic but hurt less than she feared, and she liked it enough to know that next time we would both be much better.
★
The Church of the Holy Virgin’s Protection has to be this cross-beamed weatherboard on a quiet corner of Argo and Moore streets, cream picket fence. Robust flowering gums tower over sickly birches strangled by heart-leafed creepers. A cupola the size of a prize pumpkin, tarnished grey down its grooves. Vitrine side windows in boxed matrices. Corrugated iron gable in place of a spire exceeds the roofline by an apologetic margin. All in all, too many architectural concessions to the church’s Australian host.
A sad little grille protects the bottom third of the glass from… who? A miniature statue of Saint Nikolai scales the roof. He has the visage of a shifty imp who I fancy has mugged the original saint, tied him up and stolen his clothes and is about to ransack the altar.
Half closed, the caulked door yields to a light shove. No one inside. That’s fine, I need no intercession, just God — should He happen to be in the neighbourhood — and my thoughts. Motes twirl up an air column against the nave window, curl round pot plants resting on its sill. Mazy Australian light bleeds into the space. White enamel surrounds a three-tiered iconostasis with insipid pastel saints. Polished tongue and groove floorboards creak beneath my tread. Russianness, however you define it is interred with the first slat. Though what do aesthetics matter? Hasn’t Anna prayed before a broken cupboard for years?
No — a church is crystallized yearning. It is transcendent or it is nothing. I kneel down. A wave of nausea almost keels me over.
Importune the Virgin.
A second wave — I am at imminent risk of throwing up on the altar. Are people excommunicated for that? So what. I’d fucked in a church for Godsake. Which deity do I think I’m fooling? And — Jesus Christ I’m obtuse, can’t believe I didn’t make the connection before — doesn’t that go a long way towards explaining, inversely correlating, our blighted stop-start-stop love life since? If I’m feeling this guilty now, what must Anna be? The snatch of prayer she endlessly recited during our periods of estrangement, starting with the post-honeymoon months, thereafter aligning with the worst phases of her endometriosis: O Sovereign Lady and Queen, help and defend all of us who are in trouble and trials, in pain and burdened with sins.
Finally the riddle of Anna gels into sense. Endometriosis is her punishment. I get off lightly.
I lean on my heels, nausea settling. Trespasser on my wife’s faith, I stumble out.

★
MOUNT EVELYN
★

In these first numb weeks it helps that others take the news of my father’s death harder. Most days I manage to turn up to work. Enright dissolves into tears and offers me indefinite leave. I thank him but routine alone pulls me through. Judy is even more distraught, confirming my suspicions. To my immense relief none of my students approach to express condolences, testing my brittle composure. Perhaps they don’t know.
Good practice for phoning Helen.
‘I hope I did not disturb you. But I have some sad news.’ Callous, downright cowardly to break the news by telephone, but much to my surprise I want my foot in her door. Then perhaps the inexplicable will pattern into sense.
She doesn’t interrupt or ask questions or even seem upset, just lets me bumble through.
‘Today’s curriculum day so no school, like to come over? I’ll show you around the hills if the weather holds.’ Her voice is composed but thick with sleep. Or grief.
‘Thank you, that will be nice. I need no entertainment, I am hardly in the mood.’
‘Good, that makes two of us. See you around twelve?’
Anna has torn both yesterday’s and today’s grocery list off the message pad. I rip a fresh sheet and scrawl:
Anyushka, Home at 6. Hope the doctor’s appointment and shopping go well. Don’t break the bank. OOXX.

Anna’s initial adjustment was perplexingly frenetic. Within two days she was vacuuming cupboards, shampooing cushions, flogging grime from the rubber doormat, polishing the Punt Road window until the glass squeaked. In an unsettling display of independence she arranged a doctor’s appointment, insisting half-plausibly that she could describe female symptoms without my assistance.
Above all I miss her rich inner life. Our Melbourne location is incidental. She would be the same in Canada, Scotland, Moldova, Antarctica. We haven’t made love since the day she arrived, after which she complained of soreness. I am barred from today’s follow-up appointment too, on the pretext she is shopping for my birthday dinner. It leaves me unmoored, my solo efforts somehow disparaged.
★
Camberwell… Chatham… Canterbury… The train rattles through at alliterative speed. Melbourne up close and fleeting suits me best, stops me thinking too much. Bitumen streets, nary a pothole, thread around gabled cottages, turreted bungalows with slate roofs and liquid ambers behind sculpted hedges, bedraggled eucalypts, fading wattle, jacarandas out of season. European restraint and native abundance wrestle each other to a draw. Past Box Hill where the train waits in darkness beneath a cavernous shopping complex, the same casual devouring of space but the houses are newer and redder, carved into hillsides. White sky streaked grey, a charcoal sketch interrupted. Nearer the hills, brickyards and timber stacks. A sandstone monastery beds down into lawn.
Lilydale is my exit station and the terminus. I stand on the platform and consult my flurry of arrows and asterisks. Bus 680 to Montrose. Third stop get out, second street on left. It isn’t due to leave for another twenty minutes so I ponder a gift. For all of ten seconds. Haven’t we Kurguzikovs given this woman enough? Besides, this is Melbourne’s fringe or another region altogether, perhaps with its own cultural nuances, so bearing gifts to new acquaintances, or one’s father’s lover for that matter, may be a city thing. Or a Melbourne thing. Hell for all I know these hill dwellers speak their own dialect.
680 rolls into the parking area. The driver steps off for a smoke as I and two other passengers clamber aboard. Underway, we dawdle several minutes at each stop whether or not people get on or off. Even public transport here is a kind of personalised luxury. In twenty-odd Moscow commuting years, not once have I ever stepped into a near-empty bus or carriage.
Turning into Dawson Street — my destination — two teenage boys kick an oval football back and forth, leaping to catch it with arms outstretched. Number seventeen which we overshoot by a hundred metres or so, has a green Gemini parked on a concrete driveway fanning into the kerb. A lemon tree, branches festooned with ripe fruit, shades the front lawn. Smoothing the lapels of my jacket I walk up the driveway to an entrance alcove. A young rubber plant sprouts from its tub beside a fluted, amber-tinted window. I buzz the intercom twice. A fluid shape slides behind the glass, darkening the doorway.
‘Come in,’ she says, stepping back to let me through. Shorter and squarer than her telephone persona evoked, Helen wears denim shorts and a salmon-pink T-shirt. One sleeve is covered in spider-web. Close-cut grey hair, once blonde, gelled fringe coaxed sideways. Hard folds of skin pouch her eyes and either side of her mouth. The hallway opens into a teenage lair. Newspapers draped over stools, curlicues of Nintendo packaging, upended polystyrene boxes. A long-haired tabby perches on one, front paws folded beneath its pudgy chin. Cellotape barely covers a grapefruit-sized dent in the wall from a hurled object.
‘You’d never know it was housecleaning day, would you?’
She gestures to the one tidy armchair, sits opposite on a divan with burst springs leaking foam. ‘Cup of tea? Slice of lemon, Russian-style?’
She gets up to boil the kettle, pours tea into matching blue cups.
‘Cigarette? No? Good on you. Don’t mind if I do?’ She curls one leg under the other. They are longer than they first appeared. The smoke whistling out the side of her mouth harks back to her student days.
‘I think I have chosen a bad time to come.’
‘It chose you. Anyway no such thing as a good time, just varying degrees of impossible. That’s a single parent’s lot. This past month Peter’s been disruptive in class or not turning up at all. Barricades himself in his room at mealtimes, sneaks out after dark. The trouble with fourteen-year-olds is that there’s no measuring stick. How to tell a severe bout of adolescence from something more sinister? I get too tired to stop myself imagining the worst. But enough about me. How is your wife settling in?’
Good question. The honest, safe, misleading reply is neither well nor badly. Diffidence is a curse. I sense her sympathies are forthcoming, but will be as easily withdrawn.
‘Ah, well, I should say slowly. And with difficulty.’
‘I guess it can’t be easy for her.’ A brusque hint of female solidarity?
‘We did not expect a piece of cake.’
‘Of course not. How about a toast to the departed? Just one, mind.’
She fetches two shot glasses from a tallboy, a bottle of Kristall vodka, a sliced lemon and a honey jar. Mixing lemon drops into each glass, she dips a swizzlestick into the honey and swirls some into mine. ‘Your Dad got me onto this stuff. Knicker-loosener he used to call it. Mixing vodka is like watering beer, isn’t it, only worse. A cultural crime. Mind you, Sergey liked to toss away the rule book in matters drinking. And other things.’
‘To Dad.’
‘To Sergey. Bottoms up.’ Hers goes down smoothly. As usual I fight back the impulse to gag.
‘I’m not a tosspot, promise.’
Tosspot? To my blank look she flicks the side of her neck, the Russian gesture for drunkenness.
‘See, straight to my head and it’s only my second for the day. Sorry, I tell a lie, third. Not an ordinary day, is it? You’re obviously no tosspot either. Sergey Vladimirovich would disown that effort. Mind you, that’s to your credit, not his. Not being flippant or disrespectful I hope. I’m not big on eulogy, or ceremony, let’s just make it up as we go. A scaled-down wake. Russians don’t really do wakes, do they? Is there even a word for it? More of an Irish thing. Showing my roots. Okay, let’s honour your Dad. Respect and truth-telling. If it comes down to a choice I’ll be telling the truth. I’ll try to do both but I won’t be holding back. Between us we knew his good, bad and in between. All sides deserve an airing, don’t you think? Otherwise we do him an injustice.’
I can only nod.
She stirs her cigarette butt in the ashtray. ‘Did you know about the ring? He said in his letter that it was an inheritance. If I didn’t know him better, I’d suspect he stole it.’
She glances sharply at me, angling for complicity. I hope my silence best conveys don’t ask me.
‘And the money. Poor Sergey’s in a time warp when it comes to exchange rates. A hundred and fifty American dollars might stretch to a week’s groceries. In 1980. Touching, but not quite the way he intended.’ A dismissive chop of her hand.
‘I guess he did his best.’
‘No doubt.’ Her curt rejoinder reads my mind. Fence-sitting amounts to filial defence. One more cultural tripwire.
The tabby shoots behind the divan, emitting low growls. One of the boys kicking the football shambles inside, all slack-jawed energy, the bill of his baseball cap twisted behind his right ear. Carrying the ball and roller-blades in one hand he whisks open the fridge, takes out a Coke and slams it shut in one movement. Two dreadlocks bounce off each shaved temple. He flicks them off his face in self-conscious adolescent fashion. When he sees us, he pauses long enough for me to read the imprint on his T-shirt: I’D RATHER HAVE A BOTTLE IN FRONT OF ME THAN A FRONTAL LOBOTOMY.
‘I’m off to the skate park. Back for dinner.’ Voice cracked and husky, as though it broke overnight.
‘If you’re not going to introduce yourself, at least look up. This is, er, Vassili. Vassili, Peter.’
Helen tries to sound offhand but her hands tremble.
‘Howyadoin’.’ Peter flips the football, removes his cap — and I nearly slide off my chair. The dark brown roots belong to neither parent but there is no mistaking my father’s high sloping forehead, and long grooved channel of skin between nostrils and upper lip, like mine.
‘Get inside if it starts to rain. And stay clear of those yobs at the arcade.’
Peter flings the football at the divan, just missing the cat — who dives for cover. He disappears through the front door.
‘Buddha! Come out, sweetie, he can’t hurt you now.’
Buddha makes a watchful reappearance, deposits himself on his owner’s lap.
‘So.’
Give her nothing. Except silence.
‘You must hate me.’
‘Why do you say that?’
Nothing!
Outside the window a lemon thuds on the lawn.
‘Possum lunch.’
That doesn’t deserve a reply.
I stand up. ‘I should go.’
Peter comes back through the door. From his darkened expression he has seen more than he wants to let on. He stares at me. Then his mother. Back to me. His eyes cloud over. He storms out, slamming the door.
Helen stabs her butt. ‘Yep. He knows. Who does he take after?’
‘I am sorry?’
‘Who does he look like?’
What sort of question is that? I want to spit. You casually tear up my family’s history, sentence my mother to lifelong humiliation, send my father — your lover — into a lethal spiral of guilt and shame. Then you introduce my half-brother I never knew I had, like a walk-on extra in a soap opera. Right now I don’t give a fuck who he takes after. How’s that for honesty? 
Somehow I craft an answer. ‘I would say he is a happy combination of both parents.’
‘Beautifully said. You should be working in Foreign Affairs, you’d make a great envoy. Actually you already are. No, no, only kidding. From my purely subjective viewpoint I can only see his dad. You’re a fair resemblance too by the way. As far as that goes, Peter knows as much as he needs. Which is no more and no less than he has ever asked. My therapist tells me that will change, but there are no signs yet. In a way I wish he was curious. There’s this ghost that one day I’ll have to sort of flesh out. I’ve been careful not to poison his mind. I tell him dad’s a nice enough man on the far side of the world who doesn’t get around to writing much.’
She leans forward to wave the smoke from my face. ‘Yes, present tense intended. Life just got very complicated. I haven’t broken the news of his death. Let alone explain how the hell you fit into the picture. No offence.’ She still shoots me another scowl. ‘I suppose I want to set the record straight.’
I blink.
‘Sorry, that’s slang. I mean, I don’t want to drag you into it, but you have his side of the story, can I tell you mine?’
‘Of course.’
‘I can understand him not coming back. They harassed him enough as it was, and God knows what they did to his poor wife. But I can’t forgive him toying with my hopes, fuelling the embers just enough, hinting he would come back to me if only Teresa wasn’t standing in his way. One straight lie would have been more honourable than dribbled half-truths. Every time I started to remake my life, another letter would arrive. In the end I gave up my Russian studies to become a part-time librarian at Peter’s high school. Although maybe librarianship is a good choice of profession if you’re stuck in the past, I’m certainly not in it for the money. Don’t think I’m crying poor, especially with the state your country’s in. But I’ve no prospect of buying a house, which at my age is almost unpatriotic. If I want some new books I’d have to steal them from work.’
Lighting another cigarette, she tosses her head back, again shedding fifteen years. A half-apologetic smile. ‘I rest my case.’ She looks out the window. ‘How about a drive to Mount Dandenong? The weather’s turning ugly by the minute. Melbourne being Melbourne it could be blazing sunshine again by the time we reach the lookout.’
I give the bottle a lingering appraisal — two thirds full.
‘Relax. I’m nowhere near the limit.’
Bewildered as I am, I could sprint all the way back to Richmond. Without breaking stride. But I’d better watch myself. She might have a hotline to Enright.
‘Okay if we pick up Peter on the way? If he’s where I think he’ll be. With his mates at the arcade.’
When she unlocks the Gemini I see the green paintwork above the mud flap has the bubbly finish of a collision sprayed over. Utility bills are wedged into the gearshift like poorly shuffled cards.
‘My second office.’ She grimaces in mock embarrassment.
Rain spots from a clearing sky spatter the windscreen as we navigate closes and crescents, ways and rises. Her gaze swivels from one side of the road to the other.
Entering a car park by an L-shaped mall, we do a lap before slotting into the end bay. She wrenches on the handbrake, gets out to drop change into a dispensing machine, puts the ticket face up on the glovebox.
‘Let’s do a quick flit round Peter’s favourite haunts.’
I jog to keep pace with her rapid stride, past a red canvas awning over a fruit shop, Bi-Lo mini mart, Waves Hairdressing, a boutique window with a ribbon sign advertising two-for-one markdowns. Blue light streams out of a video game parlour onto a gaggle of shaved heads. Easily the smallest and youngest, Peter wears a red New York Giants zip-up jacket and jeans slashed at the knees. The three of us almost collide.
‘Footy training cancelled? Doesn’t look that wet to me.’
Peter leans back on a wall, looks down, worries his slashed-knee jeans with one finger.
‘Coming with us to the lookout? Bring your skates if you want.’
‘Nah. Got other plans.’ He cocks the other leg sideways, studies the underside of his skate, scrapes gum off a wheel.
‘Remember what we agreed. Home by eight. This is no place to hang out at night.’
‘Yeah, sweet. Catch ya.’ He launches off the wall and glides towards the others circling on the pavement. I watch them pivot in ensemble, sunlight sparkling on their blades, poised and graceful as a ballet troupe. I glance sideways at Helen. She is seeing something else.
‘Uncanny, isn’t it?’ she muses. ‘Did you notice the way he screwed up his lip and blinked twice when I told him off? Guess who had the same mannerism?’
She ducks into Bi-Lo for cigarettes before we return to the car. Flicking one alight, she draws hard, sags against the driver’s window, lets out a sigh. ‘Adolescence is another country, isn’t it? He thinks I’m spying on him. He’s right. But it’s more that I’m looking for some…continuity. Just to poke my head into his selfish little world every so often. All he has to do is be a reminder. Too much to ask, probably.’ She opens her eyes, laughs, a hard, hollow guffaw. ‘Great example, aren’t I? Here’s me worrying between fags about him smoking pot.’
The road to Mount Dandenong spirals by tiered gardens, drooping ferns, rivulets forking over moss. Whether due to incipient motion sickness, fragrant air, or my vodka spiked with a forgiveness pill, I am starting to soften towards this faded young woman gripping the wheel, hands at ten to two. We could be estranged siblings, closer in age than she and my father.
No, it’s a twist on Stockholm Syndrome. There should be a Declarations question along the lines of what psychological baggage have you brought from a lifetime of learning to love your bullies? My late tormenter’s accomplice is in the driver’s seat, three vodkas under her belt. The third must be the steadier — she takes hairpin bends with a chauffeur’s nonchalance.
Helen cranks down gears as the road tilts up. Four corners on, she veers into the dirt driveway of an abandoned two-storey guesthouse in what I recognise as Tudor style, white with chocolate trim. The whole structure lists leftwards. We climb out of the Gemini.
‘See that room?’ She points to a window over its veranda. ‘That’s where Peter was conceived one chilly Friday night. You know what a dirty weekend is?’
‘I think I can imagine, more or less.’
‘Back then it was the dirty weekend venue. I grew up in these parts and I already had a car, so I put the idea into your Dad’s head to nick off after his Friday afternoon lecture. He could make inanimate noun declensions sound sexy. So off we drove, he and I, in this car. Can’t bring myself to trade it in. Anyway, the thing I remember clearest is him promising me that next time he would carry me all the way into the bedroom and present my wedding ring, if he managed to defect. Thought I’d snagged myself a handsome Russian. Wasn’t to be. I’ll bring Peter here when we’re mates again. I hoped today, with you here, would be the occasion to show him where he came into the world, introduce you two properly and send off the father he never met. Some poetry in that, don’t you reckon?’ A tear glistens on her cheek. ‘Did he keep his hair?’
‘Does it matter?’
‘Lighting coals under memories. That’s what today’s about, like we said.’
You said. I’m here for the ride. Or company. Actually, I don’t know why I’m here. 
‘Yes, he had all his hair last time I checked. If you must know.’
‘Charm to burn, your Dad. Can I ask you to do something while we’re here? Put his ring on my finger?’
She takes out the ring from the jewellery box, holds up her hand expectantly.
‘You are joking.’
She isn’t. Realising she’s crossed a line, she slips it on herself. ‘This is the place, wouldn’t you say? He loved it up here. He never wanted to go back to Russia, I know that much.’
We stand together. Her soft sobs are slow hiccups.
I look around the forest. Indeed this is a lovely quilt of a place, cottages and gardens inspired by embroidery. A breeze sighs through the massive eucalypts, old but regenerating. I think of the mushrooming expedition four summers ago, my father removing the ring. Today rewrites that dismal trip. Now I am standing in the place where my father was happy once. Basking in that brief sun.
‘Okay, on to the summit.’
We return to the car. She fires the ignition.
‘Do you know the expression — to get in a rut? Yama, right? Literally it means to fall into a hole on a bad road, but it applies to life generally. Some people climb out. I moved in and furnished mine.’
We accelerate onto the asphalt. After a kilometre or two of gentle ascent Helen manoeuvres into a carpark ringing a restaurant, nudges the bumper against the safety barrier. Reaching for the handbrake, she leans against me for a moment, sharply recoils, gives me to understand that the contact was purely accidental. See? I’ve moved on.
Bluffs fall sheer to Melbourne’s silvery rim.
‘Our timing’s out.’ She winds up her window as a thunderclap splashes hail on the bonnet. ‘It’s setting in. I’d better get you back to Lilydale.’
Neither of us speaks as we drive down the foothills, rain a thrumming monotone. At the station carpark she pauses, looking at me.
‘So. Closure?’
I rummage in my mental dictionary.
‘Russians say proshai, yeah? Over, done with, no more bitterness. I hope.’
‘No. Proshai does not translate. Some Russian words just don’t.’
I sense she wants to part as we met — strangers bonded together. Not so much to be rid of me — well, that’s mutual — but because it is the right moment. Whether or not we ever see each other again (I am sure we won’t) I helped assert her coda to the affair, hold my father to the light as never in life.
Which doesn’t leave me any less soiled by the whole encounter.
We clasp hands, I get out, wave. She waves back, disappears in traffic. I make my way to the Melbourne platform, find a bench to myself, watch three trains come and go at twenty minute intervals, until relief douses my rage.
Unfinished business finished, as Sergey Vladimirovich would say. I board the fourth, ride the feeling all the way back to Richmond. I walk home from the station along Punt Road, the Kinks’ Sunny Afternoon playing in my head. There’s been no rain this side of Box Hill. Two months post-solstice, the elms ringing the MCG are black clumps against the skyline holding out against spring. Party noise floats from a studio behind our flat — young voices, laughter, the tinkle of glass. The back door is open. Anna is ironing tablecloths in the laundry, her hair tied back in an orange ribbon. Panhandles are jutting every which-way from her bag on the door hook. She puts down the iron and runs to meet me. ‘Want to hear my news? The good news first?’
‘So I’d better brace myself?’
‘None of it’s bad. I’ll start with my Eureka moment. I was on my way back from Dimmeys, you know the place that sells teflon frypans at a discount? Anyway, this guy came up and asked me directions to Richmond Post Office. “Sure,” I said. “Just keep to this side of Swan Street, cross two intersections, and turn right at Lennox. It’s got a big Australia Post logo out the front, you can’t miss it.” As you can see I had my hands full of frypans, but I turned around and followed him at a discreet distance, just to see how clear my English was and set him straight if I’d made a mistake. It was perfect, he didn’t even break stride. And — you know what? He was Australian.’
‘Don’t tell me. He asked you for English lessons?’
‘It gets better.’ She leads me to the living room, points to the feast. Bread bowls, potato salad, a platter of foie gras on discs of crispbread, cucumbers pickled in lime and a long-necked flask of five-star Armenian cognac. Where had she found that?
‘This isn’t your present by the way. Just the trimmings. The very good news is… I was late. Twice. The doctor ordered tests, and…’ She cups her midriff.
We embrace, spin in a deranged waltz. The iron topples from its socket and thwacks against the trough.

★
BALACLAVA
★

In Soviet-era history texts, the original Balaclava marked the high point of the Crimean War. Menshikov’s forces outsmarted the British, French and Turks, goading Lord Raglan into the calamitous Charge of the Light Brigade. Their descendants washed up in Balaclava, Victoria — also a coastal settlement, or near enough — in long waves. What better place to celebrate our triumph over the odds?
We pause at the Anna Karenina Pre-Loved Clothes Shop, at the quiet end of Balaclava Road, surrounded by Jewish schools and synagogues.
‘Wasn’t she post-loved by the time she threw herself under the train?’ Anna wonders. ‘Anyway, what’s Tolstoy got to do with second-hand jumpers?’
‘I’d put it next to the railway tracks,’ I quip, wait for her reaction. None. Today I can get away with anything.
‘Tolstoy fought at Balaclava, didn’t he?’
‘No. But he saw the horrible aftermath. Especially on the Russian side.’
She’s shivering.
‘Are you cold?’
‘Goosebumps. Tchaikovsky might have composed the score, but Tolstoy has scripted the big moments of my life and he’s not done with me yet. He’s stalking me from the heavens. I’m scared to look up in case a swan flies overhead. Or a babushka will walk out of that junk shop with two empty buckets. Double trouble.’
‘You’re making me nervous. Let’s put daylight between us and this train line.’
We catch the Number 16 Carlisle Street tram to St Kilda and find an open-fronted bistro on Acland Street that breathes sea air. I order Fosters, a brand seen in liquor kiosks around Moscow. The taste is reminiscent of Zhigulovskoye — chemical, frothy head and not much beneath. It’s enough on hot evenings.
Anna opts for a cafe latte. ‘Because today’s a day for firsts, and today I can.’
Indeed. Cheeky frescoes adorn the walls. Mona Lisa sips a milkshake through a straw while a waiter chalks up lunch specials. The café divides into a serving area and bookshop-cum-apothecary. We sit near revolving display stands and hexagonal glass cabinets containing decks of tarot cards, amethyst crystals and dropper-top vials of herbal extract. Through the open window we inhale marzipan fragrance from the cake shops opposite.
★
I ring my mother. It is recognisably her on the phone but she sounds fuller, rounder, as though in widowhood she’s gained ten kilos and shed every care. Even before I tell her the news of Anna’s pregnancy.
‘What’s Helen like? Be honest, you don’t need to spare my feelings. He left me a note, confessed what I’d worked out ages ago, filled in some details. You’ll find out for yourself that secrets can’t survive forty years of marriage.’
‘What can I tell you? Still quite attractive, in a worn sort of way. Life’s knocked her around and she stopped carrying a torch for Dad long ago. If that’s any comfort.’
‘It’s a comfort. He left her in a mangled heap. The kid?’
‘Spitting image.’
‘Lucky her. She’s welcome to the ring. Peace of mind will do me. And his inheritance, such as it is. It could take a few months before you see anything.’
‘You’re already sounding better. Anyone would think widowhood agrees with you.’
‘It does. I’ve gone into business. Don’t laugh. Housewife for life no longer. Admit it, you didn’t think I had it in me, did you?’
‘Do tell.’
‘Early days, still taking shape. You’ll see for yourself. Only bad news is we couldn’t keep up your flat. Maria Alexandrovna grabbed it back the week Anna left. You youngish people and extremely young person are stuck with boring old me.’
‘Shouldn’t we return early?’
‘No. Do what he would have wanted, see out your teaching contract, bring home a passenger and brighten my old age.’
★
I take out the exam papers bulldog-clipped to the folder, read through Paul’s first. 96%. I write Very Well Done, go to draw a smiley face alongside, think better of it, and push it into a plastic sleeve. I attack the rest with my red marking pen. One after another consign themselves to the F pile. Karen’s lies on top. She has been absent for a month and it shows.
I go outside for fresh air, shivering in my shirtsleeves. A marmalade kitten trots up the stairs, sees me and disappears into its bolthole. Anna tosses in her bed. Her wretched early pregnancy, vomiting every morning and getting up several times a night is stretching into second trimester. Initially she let me rest my head against her ripening belly. At week five I dubbed Nikolai sliva (plum). By week seven he was limon (lemon). At twelve weeks, I renamed him arbuz (watermelon). Anna, with a glare to bend spoons, suggested that if I really want to know what it’s like to lug a watermelon up and down hill, a kilometre to the shops and back, then contend with two flights of stairs, our Vietnamese grocer has watermelons on special at fifty cents a kilo and she would even strap it on for me. Besides which, time I slept on the divan.
Retrieving Karen’s paper, I circle Pass on the top of the cover page, fasten it to Paul’s with a paperclip, slip it inside the plastic sleeve with the others, switch the radiator to 20 Celsius and lie down under the bed sheets spread across the divan. I drift off.
The President’s deputy — not of the President’s choosing, foisted upon him by hardliners — reads his prepared text in a stammering provincial accent. President Yeltsin, on holidays in the Crimea, has been persuaded to step down from his post on grounds of ill-health. He, the President’s loyal deputy, will perform all head of state duties until such time as public order is restored. Curfews will remain in force until further notice. Unauthorised demonstrations are henceforth illegal. The man’s hands are shaking from nerves or vodka, or both.
Black and white transmission has never seemed more apposite. I punch the On/Off button. His dumpling features shrink to a pinprick…
Thud and splinter from the back door, flywire giving way. ‘Vassili Sergeyevich Kurguzikov! Will you come quietly?’ Combat fatigues hem me in. Strong hands pin my shoulders, drag me to the floor. I scream, butt my head against bare flesh…
‘Vasya!’ Anna is kneeling beside me. ‘You’re burning up. Come and sleep in the bed.’ She hoists me off the carpet, leads me by the hand to the bed. Squirms her hip into the mattress, marking out territory, rolls to face me.
‘Now don’t misunderstand this. I just don’t want you to catch cold out there. I can afford it even less.’
She kisses my cheek and turns her back. I stare at the digital clock. The clock stares back. I blink first.
★
I call by my pigeonhole for overdue assignments. Five submitted last week, three more to come. Attendance for the new semester is up. The stragglers might yet salvage the year.
‘Vassili Sergeyevich!’ Enright’s voice carries the length of the corridor. ‘A moment please.’
I sit facing the map of the USSR. Its pink sheen obliterates cities, railways, entire republics. The professor rests his hands on his desk.
‘You’re no doubt aware that your students are performing well below expectations. Can you explain why?’ Clever, switching to Russian. Much harder to feign confusion in my native tongue.
I stare at the Urals, focusing my thoughts. ‘I think it is hardly surprising. These days in Moscow, students fight for university places to study English. It is a matter of survival. Here, a second language is an amusing hobby. Perhaps I did not take this sufficiently into account when conducting my classes. I assumed that a tendency to mediocrity was peculiar to the Soviet mentality.’
‘That’s not really the point. We expected…’
We. Enright and who else?
‘…that you would adapt your teaching methods to Australian conditions and consult us more than you seem willing to do. After all, why persist with an exchange program without any meaningful exchange? As it stands, your pass rate for your last test, if I’m not mistaken, is two out of twenty. Which brings me to a rather more delicate subject. There are rumours circulating about you and a female student.’
‘What rumours?’ I sit on my hands to stop them shaking.
‘You’ve been seen out together, that sort of thing. I’ve no facts, so pass no judgment. And it’s a safe bet that the rumour mongers have their own agendas. Monger I suspect in this case. Off the record, I’ll go further.’ Enright leans forward, sympathetic. ‘There’s a distinct whiff of dirty pool, doing down a rival, and I’ve been around enough of these situations to know. Nevertheless, there are strict rules for teacher-student relationships, and even a minor breach can be quite serious.’
Enright pauses, the unspoken words hanging in the air. Much stricter than in your father’s day. Because we know how he ended up. ‘Especially when it appears to influence academic assessment. Please bear that in mind. Ostorozhno. Be careful.’
★
I find Jonas sitting alone in the cafeteria. He nods, lips drawn in a grimace the polar opposite of a smile.
‘We need to talk,’ I say in Russian, to catch the saboteur off guard.
‘About Karen? What’s there to discuss?’ Jonas dabs his lips with a napkin. ‘If it’s any consolation, she hasn’t done my career any good either.’
‘Accuse me directly. Then I can defend myself.’
‘I can’t help you. You’re on your own now.’ Cold, clipped English. Jonas chucks his plate into the disposal bin and stands up. ‘A word of advice, Vassili. I spend Saturdays combing through job ads. The way you’re going, you’ll be doing the same.’
★
Judy phoned a week later to arrange — insist upon — today’s appointment with Enright. Rather than ask her the purpose of the meeting I thanked her for calling, cut her short, and sat down to draft the letter.
I chase down my Victoria Street tram. Before other passengers can alight I barge aboard, knocking an old lady backwards. Regaining her feet, she glares at me. The entire tram joins in the reproach.
‘You right?’
‘Fuckin’ eejit.’
‘It’s the tie. Stops the blood supply to the brain.’
I can’t help but agree with all of that, especially the last. I’ve always despised ties, only wore this, my one and only, a cross-cut of saffron teamed with an asbestos-grey suit, at our wedding. Anna had half-jokingly threatened to place me under house arrest if I turned up with a naked collar. Standing before the bathroom mirror, acquaintance renewed, I loop the fat end twice and tug to square the knot. Either the wide end dangles to my crotch or the skinny bit protrudes from underneath. The margin of error a couple of centimetres each way. Male conundrum.
As planned, I arrive twenty minutes early.
‘David’s still in with a group of students, Vassili. Make yourself a cuppa. He shouldn’t be much longer.’
‘I am afraid I have no more time,’ I say. ‘Please give the professor this.’ I hand her my letter. How I underestimate myself, carrying off the second or third most reckless act of my life with sociopathic aplomb.
‘Oh. Are you sure you can’t stay?’ Judy seems to guess the letter’s contents. ‘He is very anxious to see you. He wants to discuss your contract for next year.’
★
Couples lie together on the grass, heads nestled in each other’s laps. They sit up bemused as a baggy police uniform galumphs around, wagging an admonishing baton. Two other students dressed as police sit at a stall beneath a banner. SOCIETY AGAINST SEX ON THE SOUTH LAWNS. ‘Sir! A small donation to a worthy cause?’ I manage a smile, hand over a two-dollar coin and walk on. I am hoping today is the last time a Kurguzikov sets foot on campus.

★
WEST GATE BRIDGE
★

The Camry purrs into life. A fingertip on a button slides my window down into its pocket with a satisfied sigh. I straighten my taxi driver’s silver and black epaulettes, toss the Herald Sun onto the back seat. I thread the car park exit to the bluestone alleyway off Punt Road. Fans are converging on Australia versus England night cricket. Arthritic outshoots of a sickly yet fecund hydrangea poke through a gap in the fence. Ten centimetres either side risks scraping a door handle or dinging the rear-vision mirror. My forearms ache but my mind is quicksilver.
Carlos the Jackal a.k.a. Vassili Kurguzikov, DOB 18/08/1966, Licence Number 040168534, currently registered with the Victorian Taxi Directorate, glowers at my passengers. Why do I photograph so badly? At the opposite periphery of the windscreen is a twinkling icon I christened Sergey the Patron Saint of Mechanically Underwhelmed Cabbies. Few self-respecting Russian cabbies drive without an icon. Notwithstanding Sergey’s doubtful provenance or a dodgy knick-knacks shop off Collins Street, not one flat tyre or any other malfunction in six weeks and the gauge nudges empty more often than I care to admit. Belligerent passengers are thus far urban myth. Even on quiet nights I clear a hundred-plus. Like any reforming agnostic I hedge bets till the last cards fall. What would Saint Sergey’s recently departed, fiercely iconoclastic namesake say? A long lucky streak, is all.
Defeating my best efforts at self-sabotage, I scored the taxi job and hung on to the university contract. My resignation letter, at once abject and self-aggrandizing, began by explaining that, in time of bereavement, I hoped the professor did not mind that I wrote in Russian. For the professor well knew that raw emotion brought the most accomplished linguist undone. But I had come to the painful realisation teaching was not for me — a recessive gene perhaps? (lame joke). Inside and outside the classroom I had fallen short. In respect of the alleged misconduct with the student I could eat dinner off my conscience (discordant pompous note). Having her around to my flat and being seen with her on other occasions, however innocently, was too easily misconstrued and could bring disrepute upon the department at a parlous stage of its existence. I added a coy reference to family precedent, but crossed it out. For these reasons, to say nothing of my widowed mother, I should cut short my stay and return home at the earliest opportunity. I would of course repay the balance of the exchange endowment covering my remaining living and accommodation expenses, amounting to five thousand Australian dollars by my own calculations.
Enright’s posted reply in English, signed, on university letterhead, came within a week. In the professor’s opinion I greatly undervalued what I brought to the programme even if this was as yet not reflected in the academic results — but one measure. Simply by being present I breathed life into a dry syllabus. The motivated minority pushed themselves all the more, the rest dropped away as they must. I should not see myself as any kind of failure. As to my plans, the university would respect whatever decision I took. There were pencilled-in dates for summer school but enrolments had been in decline for a few years and in all likelihood would not be viable. Moreover the university planned to merge the Russian department into a larger, as yet unnamed entity, ensuring the exchange program would not continue beyond my term. In any event I had fulfilled all my obligations and the department would take a compassionate approach to my situation. My Australian visa should therefore remain valid until March 8, the expiry date stamped in my passport.
March 8 also marks the full term of Anna’s pregnancy. If Nikolai pops out on time, on Australian soil, we will take home an impeccable travel record, beachhead for his future migration should Russia implode.
That same week as Enright's letter my mother acquired the inheritance, having disposed of the dacha and English Plus’s liquid assets. Two-thirds she kept and wired me the remainder. Upon receipt I made a speculative call to the Victorian Taxi Directorate — my visa permitted full-time work in holiday periods. The funds would cover the start-up costs, chiefly registration, insurance and testing my street knowledge. I spent four solid days poring over Melbourne’s byways — akin to memorising capillaries — but the effort paid off. The examiner whistled admiration. ‘Ninety-eight out of a hundred, that’s got to be a first, and I mean locals too.’
Launched onto the street, the Camry divines my every impulse, symbiotic anticipation. Nocturnal Melbourne, neon loops and striations, winks alive over its drab daytime skin. I pass St Vincent’s Hospital, its entrance white lozenges backlit orange, missing steps to a missing monument. Delivering babies as my wife and unborn son sleep at home.
We went to the obstetrics department last week for Anna’s ultrasound. Soporific mid-morning hung over the waiting room. A television mounted on the wall beamed silent chat show conversation. Anna perused women’s magazine covers with headlines like PRINCESS DI TELLS: OUR OBSESSION WITH HER IMAGE. IS SHE A BITCH OR JUST PREMENSTRUAL? Posters of chuckling babies banished death and suffering to other wards. Five other women sat in bucket seats. One let loose a rippling, bubbling, purring fart with a loud climax, then theatrically embarrassed, wagged her finger as if at the miscreant. All suppressed giggles. Female bonding — the simplest formula there is, I mused. Put two or more pregnant women in a room, wait ten seconds. Works best when males are absent or at least inconspicuous.
Crisp reassuring sounds came from the adjoining room — brisk pats and prolonged handwashing. The sonographer appeared. ‘I’m Sue.’ Short silvering hair mussed under her sterile cap, she led us through. While Anna undressed behind a plastic curtain I took a chair beneath a giant steel tube that herniated the ceiling. In patient smock and undergarments, Anna heaved her paunch onto the examination table and assumed a recumbent birth posture before a large screen.
Sue smeared clear gel over Anna’s abdomen from the silver nozzle of a tube, keeping up a jokey patter while instructing Anna to turn this way and that, asking questions which Anna answered in mostly competent English.
Two broken lines ran from centre screen to each lower corner; white filled the space within. ‘Amniota,’ said Sue. ‘We’re getting warm… see the head?’ She gestured to a white globe. ‘Pointing down. A good sign. Now look directly above.’ A waving appendage, gushing grey. ‘Sorry Mum. Couldn’t hold on. One healthy fellow on the way. I must warn that ultrasounds aren’t one hundred per cent reliable. Sometimes the boys get stage fright and turn their backs, next thing you know Mum and Dad go painting the bedroom pink — but if that’s not a willy call me Pete. Training for Sydney 2000 if you don’t mind.’
Sue’s sleeve slid up her arm, revealing a wristwatch. While she re-buttoned it I scrawled notes on my pad, ending with 3.15 PM НИКОЛАЙ ЖИВ! When she glanced around I wrote the English, held it up: NIKOLAI IS ALIVE! She gave me a double thumbs-up.
Nikolai tadpole-kicked sideways, out of focus. Sue fiddled with the controls — again that obscene sugar-ant cranium. Legs hard against chest, finger or fingers or hand jammed in mouth, he executed a slow forward roll. My heart clutched.
‘I hope he will be a ballet dancer one day. But of course, ballet is not an Olympic event.’
I doubted Sue caught Anna’s wistful inflection, which her plodding phrasing all but neutralized.
‘Do you have any names picked out?’
‘Nadia for girl,” Anna replied. ‘Word for hope.’
‘Much hoped for, I’m sure. Keep it up your sleeve. Like I said I’ve been caught out before. Nadia as in Comaneci? Moscow 1980, yeah? I was glued to the telly for a week, me and ten million others. Wasn’t she something? What couldn’t she do?’
‘Yes!’ Anna beamed. ‘Our greatest…’
‘Gymnast,’ I prompted.
‘And for a boy?
‘Nikolai.’ Anna’s voice dropped half an octave.
‘Lovely. Does it have a particular meaning?’
‘It means…’ Again she faltered, turned to me.
‘In the Russian Orthodox Church, Nikolai is the patron saint of miracles, and Russia’s national saviour. Also the name of two of our dead Tsars — kings as you would say — including our last one murdered by the communists. Nikolai has for us Russians many significances,’ I added, redundantly perhaps, and squeezed Anna’s hand. She mustered a sideways smile.
Nikolai hovered on the edge of the screen.
‘Hey parents! He heard the curtain call. Born performer this bloke. You could ramp up your excitement a bit.’ She led a round of applause.
Nikolai disappeared altogether.
‘Time’s nearly up. Seen enough for today?’ Taking silence for assent, Sue turned off the monitor. ‘We’ll book an encore in a couple of months.’
My preview of fatherhood ended, solipsistic as a home movie. A passing unmourned — Nikolai the Perfect to flesh and blood Nikolai.
‘So everything is normal?’ Anna asked.
Sue screwed up the left side of her face — a quintessentially Australian, that is to say optimist’s gesture, gathering up all foreboding then expelling it in winks and nods. ‘Far as I can tell. We can’t screen for everything but all the vitals — heart rate, foetal size and shape, limb development — are around the mark.’
I plant my foot in remembered elation, shoot through amber lights at Swanston Street intersection. Forgiving as ever, the Camry absorbs the thrust. Anna’s discontent, that grit in my sole, will work itself loose. We don’t so much solve our problems as dislodge them. Doesn’t every successful marriage endure a stage of pure power struggle? To not join the battle is to fail us both.
★
Her two-thirds-full wine glass a fisted weapon as we face off across the dinner table, candlelight and pristine white tablecloth faux intimacy. One glass a fortnight — that I know about — is hardly bacchanalian. The point I labour is that with our (her) history, moderation is excess.
‘I’m allowed some pleasures, aren’t I?’ she snarled when I first broached the subject at the start of her fifth month.
‘Pleasure! That’s rich. Who’s missing out here? Who kicked who onto the divan?’ Fuel to the fire. I held my tongue.
All week I sifted each word I want to say…
‘You know, Anna’ — perfect opening gambit, brooking no demur — ‘back when Australia was a smudge on the atlas, during our toughest times I often imagined us thrown together in a strange country, no language, not even a roadmap. And here we are, only better equipped — guess what? Hello again stranger. Orbiting satellites beaming missives back and forth. Doesn’t it make you wish for the bad old days?’
…but I didn’t.
The usual funk, reproachful glance to her midriff — ah, Nikolai you old standby, salt and balm to our marital wounds. Disarmed, she lowers the glass to the table, pushes it my way. Sanctimony aside, we’re quits.
★
Pregnancy is supposed to enlarge body and spirit. Hers resembles a metamorphosis in reverse. Involuntary celibacy within marriage surely comes with a warranty clause. Withholding sex, once her guerrilla strike, over four months becomes a weapon of attrition. And she wonders why I am never home except to sleep.
Yes, taxi driving suits me (or I suit the job, a murkier proposition). My happy mix of several forgotten or unsuspected minor talents: photographic memory for maps, innate compass (Anna snidely informs me that a nascent technology, Global Positioning Systems or GPS, will within a decade render this obsolete), prodigious concentration once I’m committed to the task. Knowing how far to push my luck as the master ingredient. Taxi driving is a scavenging profession (is profession too dignifying a word?). One has to be where the scraps fall. Let others jockey for pole place at Flinders Street Station. I forage lower down the food chain — if there is hierarchy in this most democratic of occupations.
Relations with the radio operators are scratchy, their wisecracks flying over my head. I annoy them back by refusing jobs not so far out of my way. Switch them off whenever I can, stuck in the mid-city crush, Hoddle Street gridlock or the infernal South Eastern Freeway. As the communication gulf widens, my passive English comprehension more and more resembles the fiddly dial on my father’s ancient radio. Sometimes it shuts down altogether and will not be coaxed back. How can I explain that, child of a one-party state, I rebel from the depths of my soul against the softest surveillance?
For a taxi driver I make a good unpublished poet. One licence grants another — to imagine Melbourne in vividly idiosyncratic ways. In cold two-dimensional, a huge deformed tooth. The northern suburbs are worn enamel over a compacted crown. Hypertrophic roots — Frankston, Cranbourne, Pakenham — burrow southeast. Another Melbourne, pivoting on its longitudinal axis, admits subtler hues corresponding to my moods. So, in need of soothing I gravitate to the bay, or the attenuated S-bend of the West Gate Bridge. Initially it mimicked my life’s flattening trajectory. Until one moon-drenched evening the estuary treated me to a synchronized Olympic display, flipping a million scintilla.
I’m a boy from a landlocked city; I sense things others don’t. I inhale Port Philip Bay’s vaguely female smell, know every cove, wrinkle, glow worm waggle from the far or lee shore. How many locals can say that? She shares jokes — the two cannons on Williamstown peninsula pointing at Tasmania, primed to repel the coming 1867 Russian invasion, a pincer manoeuvre launched from Hobart and Beaumaris. I itch to strip their brackets and rotate their barrels one hundred and twenty degrees to Vladivostok.
Conversely, Melbourne Airport jogs my complacency, its enigmatic rhythms stranding the unlucky and improvident. Midnight to dawn is when new migrants, Russians among them, often arrive on the red-eye specials. For thirty-five dollars or thereabouts I deliver these forlorn exiles, luggage jam-packed into the boot, to their two or three-star hotels. Here again my motives, high and low, dovetail. Ministering to their silence — or terrified garrulousness — plays to my vicarious nature, grants a kindly condescension, to dispense advice on everything from markets (Queen Victoria — there on your right), to rental prices (Clayton, for example, is cheap but a bit out of the way. I’d try my area, Richmond), all the time reminding myself how far I’ve come, and have to go.
Crown Casino is the improbable fulcrum, an insomniac hub tilting over the riverbank, cocking cantilevered snooks at the CBD’s old-money skyline, its lit-up champagne logo spurting skywards. I trawl the exits for happy punters brandishing wads of notes that would choke a horse. Towards shift-end the Friday before last, a tap on my window. I motioned to the passenger seat and the fellow lurched in, a fiftyish businessman in a floppy suit and loosened tie who had drunk into his winnings. An interstater staying at the Melbourne Hotel. I turned into Collins Street, where the run of green lights continued… King and Collins… William and Collins… Queen and Collins… left into Queen… Queen and Bourke… to the lobby, all the while my passenger lolling back in his seat like a VIP in Boeing first-class. When the meter stopped at five dollars eighty the man handed me a hundred bill — ‘Your lucky night too, mate’ — and slid his bulk out the door as I fumbled for change.
Did a runner entered my lexicon that night. Still in beneficent glow, I picked up two skinny boys outside the Parliament building. Brothers I guessed, around twelve and fourteen. Too young for nefarious alleyway business. They directed I stop in Russell Street. On turning my back they alighted and sprinted off. I lunged after them half-heartedly. Four dollars thirty was bread and milk with change. Another pinprick initiation rite.
Tonight the radio is quiet. My Russian passport — an encumbrance in a country where you are who you say you are — chafes my pocket. I am airport bound, swooping by slumbering warehouses, piping carved in air, candy-cotton plumes over chimneys, their naphthalene tang. Counting four billboards I pull over at a fifth, erected last week — the beaming face of the Victorian Premier exhorting departing visitors to DRIVE SAFELY. HOPE YOU HAD A GREAT STAY.
At Anna’s urging, after three cabbie hold-ups in a week were plastered over the news I attended a public forum on driver safety at Hawthorn Town Hall, organized by the Victorian Taxi Drivers’ Association. The Premier was invited to address. I sat near the end of the front row, within assassin range. A heavy-limbed man with a Brylcreem quiff that could launch intercontinental ballistic missiles, the Premier exuded a cocktail of aftershave, adrenalin, fear and — I could only suppose — power. Several moles clustered by his right cheek. Why are leaders, from Lenin onwards, so prone to disfigurement? Pockmarked, airbrushed Stalin. Khrushchev the Ukrainian dumpling. Gorbachev fallen asleep under a mulberry bush.
The Premier paused until the silence was absolute. Then, with a conductor’s sublime timing, he began speaking without notes, big chin wagging to the flourishes of his hands. Pale skin, puffy and battered from the trials of public life, hid tiny eyes oysterish like Yeltsin’s. But Yeltsin gorged on acclaim until you feared he would splatter all over his bodyguards. This was charisma inverted, flowing over the audience in emollient baritones. I was mystified by some of the jargon, nevertheless clapped along to phrases built around “global competition, world’s best practice, occupational health and safety going forward”. Applause came early and loud. Hands thrust up, carrying motions for compulsory uniforms (I’d already fitted myself out) and perspex screens shielding drivers. Hands gripping the lectern, brow creased with fatigue, the Premier stared at a chandelier.
The billboard went up the next day. Scrawl-and-riposte began within hours. Swastikas appeared, duly erased. The graffiti-ists struck back with: YOU ARE LEAVING A POLICE STATE. Next, a phallic carrot alongside the Premier’s head with caption: NUTRITION QUIZ FOR VISITORS. WHICH ONE IS THE NATIVE VICTORIAN VEGETABLE?
I recalled my father telling me about a Radio Liberty broadcast featuring David Cherny the avant-garde Czech artist, variously feted or reviled for painting a monument of a Soviet tank rose-pink in Prague’s Kinska Square — in 1991, two years after the Velvet Revolution. He was arrested for hooliganism, after which supporters led by a coterie of parliamentarians took up brush and palette in his stead. To break the impasse the tank was finally removed, prompting a military historian to assert that it wasn’t even the right tank in the first place. Neither the pink tank nor its prototype had got within five thousand kilometres of Prague during the 1945 liberation. The monument committee responsible for its mounting had misread the turret label. Ergo, no moral or historical justification for preserving it. Citizens three — State two?
Tonight the billboard and obscene appurtenances are blackened. Victory for the State? For the graffiti-ists? A three-three draw? Who cares?
Liquid, you’ll find your level. I thought my father was referring to my standard of English. Now I realise he meant in general.
Working nights is a truth filter. Strip off the uniform, taxi driving is a portable alibi, extended sulk in responsibility’s garb. I am my father’s son minus the imagination. And balls. Absent at my mother’s moment of greatest need, hiding a hemisphere away. Bereavement is one more problem I thought I could outrun.
Watching this vapid billboard sideshow, it finally catches up. My father would agree, now I understand what drew me in. My rejoinder? Middle finger raised at Sergey Vladimirovich. I might have come down in the world, and you thought me better than I am, but I didn’t cheat on my wife. Or rat on the Motherland. And you know what else? I’m still standing. 
As if pissing on my father’s hopes is the mark of a man. Of course the dead have no right of reply.
Passing drivers would see wild punches thrown at a passenger cowering behind the backrest. Any moment police will tap on my window. Is it road rage when the victim is my own shadow?
I loosen my uniform from the angry sweat, fire up the Camry, wriggle to the middle lane. Rev past a truck at illegal speed. Freeway momentum carries me past the off-ramp to the airport taxi pool where drivers await orderly dispatch in threes or fours. I cruise to the drop-off bay outside International Departures, where a Lebanese in blue-grey traffic controller livery gives me a quizzical once-over. The sign glows: strictly five minutes or tow away, seventy-two hour confiscation. The ensuing fine is a good night’s takings. My second potential career-ending moment within months.
I switch off the radio, the engine. The airport doors part before me with a soft whoosh. Whisk-whisk goes a floor buffer. A woman in a green blazer at the check-in desk is the only other person in sight.
‘Any flights to Moscow tonight?’ Passport, banknotes, driver’s license, bluff. The bare essentials in hand for a clean, more or less legal getaway. Explanations can wait. The big questions hover. What am I fleeing? Marriage? Responsibility? And what would I be running to?
‘Doubt it, but let’s see.’ She lip-syncs down the options. ‘Booked out, booked out… ah. Bingo. Qantas 6.05 am departure, connecting with Emirates. 12.40 pm leaving Dubai local time. Just yourself sir, I take it?’ She can spot a fugitive. ‘May I see your documents?’
I show my passport and visa.
‘One way? I see your visa has only, what, four months left? Without a return ticket you might have trouble coming back. If you accept that risk I can still issue the fare, just thought you should know.’
‘Thank you for helping me decide. I will go outside for a minute and think. Maybe come back. Okay?’
Her good humour speaks fifty languages. ‘I’ll still be here.’
At the exit door I see the traffic controller, ticketing book at the ready, bearing down on the Camry. Simultaneously we each increase our speed. I go into my last-resort hapless-foreigner routine, arms flailing like a stricken windmill, less effective on other foreigners. Two irate-looking drivers stand beside the cabs I am blocking. Mine is double-parked. The traffic controller stops beside the Camry, shakes his head. Mouths ‘What were you thinking?’ but puts his book back in his shirt pocket.
Clouds lift, unveiling the Southern Cross — God’s stencil work. My trajectory is a mad zigzag, but my compass has never felt surer. Traffic lights oblige green all the way to the West Gate Bridge. Tired moon, diaspora of stars above. The Yarra beams them back from the bottom of a jar. A pilot tug labours upstream towards Fisherman’s Bend. Further out I see a theme park baroque of petrol tanks, families of metal candles posing for a photograph. Salty onshore breeze.
At the bridge apex I stop at an emergency telephone, turn on the hazard lights and pop the bonnet hatch, feigning engine breakdown should a road patrol drive by. Cameras protrude over the railing, their lens cocked seawards, scanning the void for suicides. Just last week a man climbed the railing until coaxed down, causing three hours of traffic chaos. Missing the point, the newspapers highlighted his escape from a psychiatric centre. Up here where poetry meets science, it all makes sense — if suicide ever does.
When time dissolves in space, everything connects. The supranational state is born amid celestial shootouts; satellites zapping laser beams, tracking each and every taxi movement in Melbourne. The Camry is a blip on someone’s screen. Me? A rogue pixel.
I take out the street directory and ponder where to go next. I remember I have not turned the radio back on. A female voice pierces the static.
‘Vassili, how long you been off air? Your wife rang us about half an hour ago, very upset. We couldn’t make out what the problem was, but you’d best head home.’
★
Blood, scarlet on crimson, criss crosses the toilet and bathroom floors. A familiar herby smell, only stewed. Anna lies on our bed, clutching its source.
‘When did it start?’
‘An hour ago, maybe. But I’m in no state to keep track.’
I take her arm, lash myself for renting an upstairs flat. Ten precious minutes lost. I lever her onto the back seat, race back for documents, toiletries, undergarments, a clean dressing gown, towels to staunch bleeding. She slumps, mouthing ‘God, God, God…’ Saint Tatiana is a square impress in her gown pocket.
Even at ten o’clock the directory insists the quickest route to St Vincent’s Hospital is an L flipped sideways. If my experience is any guide, it is wrong as often as the Bible. The cricket is over at the MCG. Damn Australia, I hope England won by five hundred tries. Or goals. Whatever. Sport gets into everything here, even mercy dashes. The Camry grinds the length of Punt Road. An arc of witches’ hats marks off resurfacing on the left turning lane from Hoddle to Victoria. I try to nudge through anyway. A stationary truck, driver’s head dozing on elbows, won’t move half a car length. Until I wind down the window and scream.
‘My wife and baby are dying, make way fuck you fool!’
I glance back at Anna. She looks dreamy, beatific. Hormonal narcotics kicking into childbirth? Blissfully haemorrhaging to death? I try to recall scant details I know of her mother’s death, should the doctor ask about family history. Nothing useful comes.
I run consecutive red lights. A motorbike turning across my path misses me at Smith Street by a side mirror. Swerving right, I park in a disabled bay alongside the Emergency entrance, scoop up Anna and carry her inside. If I was quicksilver at the start of the evening, now I’m a maniac on the boil. We become the nucleus of a commotion. A flurry of white coats. She is seen and admitted within ten minutes, whisked away on a trolley. One of the nurses attending doubles back to me.
‘You’re her husband? You might as well go home, you’ve done all you can. She’s in no danger but we need to get the bleeding under control.’
‘Thank you, I will stay till there is news. Is it permissible?’
‘Could be a while. Take a number.’
‘Do you have your Medicare card?’ asks the counter clerk.
‘No.’ My spine freezes. ‘Does it matter? I have my passport.’
‘That’ll do.’
Providence after all.
‘Medicare or not, she’ll get the same standard of treatment. We’re not America. Yet.’ A reassuring smile.
Around eleven, Emergency settles into a suspending-animation experience — transhemispheric flight minus the juddering, spilled coffee and farting neighbour. About sixty patients, or should I say passengers, are left, just over half the seats in the waiting room. From a ceiling monitor 24/7 CNN World News, broadcast via SBS, shows carnage, with English subtitles, from Rwanda’s civil war. An estimated 500,000 Hutu and 1,000,000 Tutsi killed in 100 days. A long ad break segues to a Norwegian — judging by all that flaxen hair, tanned skin, fjords and pine forests — family drama, modernized Ibsen perhaps, again subtitled. It threatens to turn soft porn. Only threatens.
Three hours pass.
Just past two a doctor, stethoscope bouncing on his neck, comes over to shake the hand of another expectant father scouring a circuit into the linoleum. An Aussie with a hoodie, about my age. Who should be me.
‘Congratulations. Everyone’s come through.’
‘Can I see him?’
‘He’s in the humidicrib. Vital signs are all okay but with caesareans we take extra precautions. In twenty minutes or so, all being well, they’ll bring him out. Excuse me, next cab off the rank.’
It could be the best news I hear all night.
Driving has refined my catnapping skills. I go to a quiet corner and sprawl across three seats, hands for pillows.
★
Another hand rests on my shoulder. I spring up. A nurse, older, crumpled, like she has broken dire news twenty times already tonight. She is talking at me. Nothing she says makes sense. Words refuse to form sentences. My passive English is deader than my father and his hand-wired radio. Should I request an interpreter? Two lives are on the line.
‘Would you like to come with me?’
Belatedly my language switches on. Still I default to Slavic tradition barring men from birth rooms. Instinct prevails. I follow her down a corridor, past squalling newborns and softer parental exhalations. Hoodie off, the new father is clutching his infant to his tattooed chest. I must look as woebegone as I feel. His glance transmits sympathy.
The walk — I hear Anatoly’s footfall echoing down three decades — ends seven rooms down. Anna, sedated, intravenous drip dangling from her bare arm, lies on her back on a trolley with the steel sides drawn up. Just as I imagine her birth. Only the living and the dead have swapped places.
Nikolai is in a smaller crib. Purple pinpricked skin uncovered by the towel. Eyes sealed, lids protuberant. Mouth a drooping bow. Arms wrenched left, legs twisted right. Torso squashed, foreshortened, the most wounding reproach. Talk about a car crash. Hair blond, wavy. I’d got that little bit of the fantasy right.
The nurse touches my arm. ‘Would you like to pick him up? Say goodbye?’
She retreats to a tactful distance.
Just you and I, Nikolai the Perfect.
You’re not looking, or feeling, too perfect. Coated with cheesy-white afterbirth, green-black meconium blobs. But the aroma of your scalp is intoxicating, I can’t think of another word. I press my face to it.
Sometime later — five minutes, fifty — the nurse splints my shoulder blades with a meaty arm, centring my sobs. Gently she prises me loose from my son. She steers me along the corridor to the nurses’ station. I sign two copies of forms I don’t bother reading, take one. Some variety of death certificate.
‘We can call you a taxi.’
‘I am a taxi.’
She offers me a box of tissues. I snatch a palmful and hurry back to check on Anna. She hasn’t moved but her breathing is audible from the corridor. I go in. She has a windowless room to herself. It is filled with her blood-scented fug. Bulky bandaging swaddles her nether parts. A chart is hooked to the footrail, next to a white tube connecting an intravenous fluid cylinder to a vein in the crook of her elbow. Eyes closed tight as Nikolai’s, she does not stir as I approach the bedside. Or when I sit beside her and rest my palm on her cheek. My lips against her forehead elicit a statue’s response. If, instead of a wishy-washy apostate, I was a true Orthodox believer confronted with my loved one’s endless suffering, what should my gesture be? I’m no closer to knowing.
Drying my face I go outside. Even at eight o’clock the sunshine is every bit as blinding as my Sydney arrival. It reflects a sticky yellow square pasted to the Camry’s windscreen corner. The pertinent portion reads forty dollars payable for not displaying disabled sticker. If you wish to contest this infringement… Opaque bureaucratese. Fine print at the bottom explains how and where to appeal the fine. Subtext: you have the right to protest to no avail. I peel it off, leaving sticky curlicues and drive away.
Thanks to Saint Sergey jiggling like a teabag, a concentration aide, I make it home. I park the Camry at a careless angle, go inside to fetch our sharpest knife, scrape the sticker clean and deposit it together with Sergey into the garbage. The proxy did his job. A shame He went missing. So much for faith. Carlos the Jackal can have the space all to himself.

★
STILL BORN
★

Five days is apparently the standard post-natal stay in Victoria. Anna has no detectable complications but the obstetrician, concerned about her near-catatonic state, insists on a sixth.
According to Australian law (more precisely, Victorian jurisdiction), Nikolai Vassilevich Kurguzikov did not live and did not die. For he did not draw breath outside the womb. On the other hand, because he lasted in utero thirty-five weeks — twenty weeks being the legal threshold — the certificate from St Vincent’s Hospital deems him stillborn. By the same circuitous logic, misfortune constituting neither birth nor death does not warrant coronial investigation.
In law, the womb is a veritable Hilton for the presentient, but a cave is a cave and Nikolai got stuck. Umbilical cord strangulation in utero. Well, they couldn’t put foetal suicide (suspected genetic component), could they?
Stillborn. I put away the certificate, open my dictionary. Obsess over the word’s leaden cadence. I see it is a compound. Restoring the space renders it the defiant still born.
I retrieve the parking ticket from the bin, ring the number and, despite having not slept for three nights, cogently argue (perhaps I am after all a big-occasion English speaker) why, in the circumstances the forty-dollar fine is excessive, iniquitous. Upset and outraged on my behalf, the woman urges I put everything in writing. The fine will be waived, she’ll see to it personally. I thank her, consider the option seriously but instead take on an extra shift.
My first booking is North Melbourne, corner of Flemington Road and Abbotsford Street the nearest intersection. Oh no. Only when I see the orange and umber ziggurat skyline do I recognise the Royal Children’s Hospital. By then the passenger is at my window, too late to drive away.
Mike, a paramedic, is coming off shift. Which he recounts in graphic detail as we crest the West Gate — a roundabout route to Port Melbourne, all the better to debrief says Mike. Besides closure (Helen’s doing), debrief is the English word I hate most. Two other passengers in as many weeks, also health professionals have asked ‘Mind if I debrief?’ and went ahead anyway. I suppose this is the social service part of the job. Better me than the wife or the cat. I should apply a surcharge.
Mike’s last callout was to revive a toddler knocked off his balance bike by a truck. ‘Mate, take it from me, no one’s deader than a dead child. Because they have hardly lived, there’s no character marks. Broken dolls tossed into the gutter. That’s what stays with you. You all right?’
No. I’m not. I pull over, stagger to the rail and vomit at the fairy lights everything about Australia I can’t stomach in the end. I brush off some projectiles scattered down my shirt, gingerly wriggle back into the driver’s seat.
‘I will be fine. Just do not talk to me anymore about dead babies, okay? Or you will be walking home.’
‘Sure, boss. Sorry. Tail end of a tough week. Didn’t need to dump on you, did I?’
No you didn’t. I know I should say Mike isn’t at fault, offering himself too readily as a scapegoat. Personifying his country — its kindly incomprehension, verbal incontinence, spending emotion as hard currency. Where one eats chocolate cake every morning before breakfast. Which has everything except what I need most.
We crawl in the slow lane to the off-ramp, three right turns to the Rouse Street address. I do not cavil at the ten-dollar tip. I find a payphone on a street corner and ring Anna to expect me early.
★
At the follow-up consultation a fortnight after Anna’s discharge, the doctor dispenses tinctures of optimism. By creeping up on our respect, discarding formalities by degrees, she earns her licence for cheek. ‘Anna, at last examination you had a fifty-year-old's womb. Six months better diet, cleaner air, whatever else, has won back a decade.’
‘So, a second chance. Who knows for how long.’ She twinkles. ‘You’re flying back to Russia soon, aren’t you? Better get busy!’
We do — up to a point. Sooner than ideal. Anna’s pre-stillbirth self is slowly fighting its way back, and some gynaecological problems reappear. But we know there isn’t a day to lose. In between packing up and an argument about the photograph on the morning of our departure. Anna’s idea. She wants Nikolai in the frame.
‘Why wallow?’
‘So where do we put him? Anna counters. ‘On the mantelpiece? Hidden in the drawer? He will be there even if he isn’t there.’
Heat and venom. A healthy sign after weeks as cohabiting ghosts. Back and forth we go, proxy omnibus arguments, ten rolled into one. At last I concede the point.
The camera’s time-delay facility allows us to be both photographer and subject. I insist we lean inwards, a tepee triangle with its long axes awry. For backdrop, curtains bevel an oblong slit of fathomless Australian sky. We smile parallel smiles, fidget endlessly, do not hold hands, rock Nikolai in unwitting parody of a cradle. He — the lock of hair Anna snipped while still in hospital — is snug in his little papier-mache palekh box with its lacquered village scene, heigh-ho toboggans, peasants making merry. I bought it as a homesick cure along with my Sergey icon.
We goad each other to this or that pose. Photo by committee threatens to ensue — and does. Her captured expression, a sagging rictus, tells the world she bears the brunt. To look at me, night time taxi driving is the elixir of youth.
Like all failed compositions, attention does not gravitate to its rightful subject — whatever that is. Certainly not Russians made good in Melbourne, showing off the fruit of their loins like a prize watermelon. How about Vessel for your parents’ disappointments, idiot savant in a wooden box, you nail the lie.

★
HOME
★

Above Moscow six thousand metres down from ten thousand cruising speed and oscillating. A female automaton advises the cabin that the outside temperature is –35C, repeats the announcement louder. My screen estimates ground level temperature at a sweltering –20C.
Singapore, where we had booked a day room to ease time zone transition, was +32C in the shade. In between buying my mother jellied jubes and a coffee-table book of Australia featuring spectacular places we had never heard of let alone thought to visit — though she was adamant she wanted one thing and one thing only — and checking the departure board updates, to the measured whirr of a ceiling fan we made tentative stiff-jointed love like the old people we have become.
Through the seat of my pants the plane grinds a too-tight loop. I picture the plane hovering until fuel runs out. Essay landing on a paddock. The stewards prowl the aisle, glare at anyone who so much as shifts in their seat. To worried passengers asking what is going on they affect not to hear. No detectable panic — yet.
Time for one last diary entry before we are smithereens. Should it survive the catastrophe intact it will record that, kopek wise and rouble foolish, I fell for a dangling one-and-a-half-thousand dollar one-way fare discount from Russia’s national airline, neck-and-neck with Indonesia’s Garuda for fatal crashes. Aeroflot is about to edge ahead. This is the moment to confess my lethal technophobia, being incommunicado when it mattered most. But I don’t. And Anna’s ambivalence towards a male heir. Our family’s shadow history too, best interred.
My mother said not to return without a passenger. Well, we can claim we kept our side of the bargain. So how is Nikolai travelling? I pluck the palekh from the mess inside Anna’s bag. The lid takes some prising open. Nikolai’s locks have not darkened. I let their golden tips tickle my fingers one last time.
Swooping over, the plane girds against vicious sidewinds. Stewards disappear. The countryside is a glaucous blur. Fields assert their boundaries. Roads wire circuit-board suburbs together. Shearing lurch onto the runway, six bounces blam blam blam blam blam blam bonk. Purchase on the seventh. Relieved applause.
Now for the longest fifty-metre walk in our lives — much longer for me than the reverse twelve months ago. Even for a few steps across the tarmac, in woollen jumper, long cotton undergarments and nylon zip-up, the fur flaps of my shapka ushanka tied under my chin, having packed them away for a year basking in warmth and upwards, I am underdressed. –20C hurts.
We climb metal stairs to the airport proper. The infamous cake-tin ceiling, barely three metres high, says everything about the bad movie set that is Sheremetyevo Airport. Moscow’s current mayor once quipped that potential foreign investors’ first five minutes on Russian soil costs the country billions annually. If this was Melbourne it would be classified heritage.
We stand at the back of the queue for returning citizens. Russian, as ambient sound, sounds alien. An elderly couple breaks into a Slavic tongue of which I can decipher one word in three. There is a separate line for citizens of former Soviet republics, about the length of ours but slower. Another for foreigners conversing warily in English, German now and again. Ours takes about ten minutes per passenger. A supervisor hovers by the booth. The guards, unisex, average age around twenty-one, exude lassitude. Kids with aged, defeated pallor. Flying home appears a dreadful mistake, voluntary readmission to a vast open-air prison. Anna rummages in her bag.
When our turn comes I place both passports on the counter window. My Chechen-terrorist passport photo. Why, why, why didn’t I act on good advice and change it? The guard, all of eighteen, sticky countenance and wide-set, froggy eyes, glances up from each, leafs through to the visa stamps, keeps us sweating just for fun, finally wields his stamp in a crisp one-two. The bored ones are the most dangerous. We might be the highlight of his week.
‘Vy russkiye, ne tak li?’ You’re Russian, aren’t you?
‘Da.’
Unconvinced, he hands back the passports and we proceed to baggage collection.
Lean and vulpine the customs colleague pounces. ‘Open it.’
A tremor passes through my bowels. Impassive Anna unzips her bag, removes lipstick, cotton balls, foundation and blush, depilatory cream and other mysterious accessories. Sanitary pads as praetorian guard. The officer hesitates a moment, flips up the palekh lid. Is he nonplussed by its contents? Or disappointed.
I dare not move. One sneeze or a door slams, and Nikolai will become floor sweepings.
The man closes the palekh and replaces Anna’s cosmetics one by one. His brusque hand-over-the-shoulder gesture moves us on. Deliverance via green channel.
We scan faces. My mother appears. Gone is the maddened frizz and black drapes. In their place is a sleek bob with a coppery side-lock, maroon pants, outsize cross nestling in a matching cashmere coat. She wheels our luggage all the way to the carpark, though it stacks taller than she. Made over too, Boris flaunts pristine chrome fenders, his rear view mirror welded fast.
★
Mince pies, finger portions of salmon and sturgeon, sour cabbage soup washed down with Holy Source mineral water and Georgian sweet red, camembert on crispbread. My mother sits in my father’s place at the head of the table. Anna, the homecoming child, is next to her. I the in-law, welcome but contingent. On careful inspection the meal is a cunning pregnancy test. My mother’s smile stiffens as Anna tucks into obstetrician-proscribed camembert and drains a second glass of wine.
I repair to the television, a ninety-centimetre colour Sony with remote control that my mother says she purchased for our homecoming. A surfeit of current affairs, overwrought heads talking in newly minted slang. I could have been in exile for twenty years. A debate begins between the professional buffoon Vladimir Zhirinovsky and the urbane, progressive liberal darling Boris Nemtsov on ‘Democracy for Sale’, referencing pillaged assets, sham privatisation. Ignoring Zhirinovsky’s crude interjections, Nemtsov expatiates on what he calls Russia’s “stillborn” democracy, the audience concurring as one. ‘But’ — he pauses masterfully — ‘dear friends, let’s not succumb to gloom. For Mother Russia’ — pitched at older denizens to whom the phrase still means something — ‘endures. Five, ten, twenty years on there will be a rebirth. It’s a shame not all of us will be around to see it.’ Zhirinovsky throws a glass of water in his interlocutor’s face. Stunned, Nemtsov dabs it away with a white handkerchief.
I brandish the remote. Hit him back, you’re in a dogfight, pal. Pretty words won’t do. Three or four men restrain Zhirinovsky and the ‘debate’ is abandoned. Credits roll, segue to BMW advertisements, a lottery promotion.
Enough. I go to our bedroom, a well-tended mausoleum. Rip the rock-star posters off one by one, Boris Grebenshikov last. Bye bye Boris. On the upper shelf Spock’s Guide to Sex. We won’t be needing that either. I roll them up, grab Spock and half a dozen dusty English-language books, open the front door, walk to the communal chute and hurl the lot down. They make a satisfying clunk as they hit the ground.
Anna enters the room, takes in the stripped walls. She changes into her dressing gown, slides under the blankets. First night home is an occasion to mark, is it not?
‘Well, here we are.’
‘Yes here we are.’ She mimics an older woman. I fail to impress. I slide nearer. Firmly she pushes me away, kisses me goodnight and turns to the wall.
I want to shake answers from her, quash some unthinkable thoughts. Ten years on, will I catch you honing your imitation of middle-aged me? Even more devastating than your impersonation of your late, barely lamented father-in-law. Because it’s all that keeps you sane. From defenestrating me. Is that how our marriage ends? I want to surprise you. I want you to recognise me too. Doesn’t love fall somewhere in between?
Too late. She’s snoring fit to rouse the Kremlin.
★
‘Vasya?’
‘Huh?’
‘Where are we?’
‘Moscow would be my guess.’
‘No, idiot. I mean where are we? As individuals. A couple. Are we a couple?’
‘Yes to the last. Can I get back to you on the others? It’s a very important conversation. Too important to have when jetlagged.’
She elbows me in the ribs. ‘Gone soft Down Under have we? I could skate to Park Kultury and back.’ Props herself up on both elbows. ‘Do you still dream in English?’
‘Not since Nikolai’ — a fish bone in my throat — ‘passed away. Know what else I discovered in Melbourne? English for me is a brain implant fast wearing out. I won’t be going to hospital for a replacement any time soon.’
‘Mine’s dissolved away altogether. Australia. Did it even happen? Like we dozed off on a train, were spirited away to some wild netherworld, and somehow made our way back to the main line. Bruised, shaken, intact. It gives me a crazy optimism I’ve no right to.’
‘Crazy all right. Crazy as it gets. But you know what? It’s catching.’
I’m lying through my teeth. But it does the trick. We move closer, kick off the blankets.
★
My mother and I circle each other. It turns out she is working up to a tour of her office, where she is in charge. She is coy about its location.
Coarse-grained salt sprinkled outside our apartment exit dissolves ice into slip and squelch, like treading on wet semolina. The kilometre walk to Park Kultury Metro disabuses me of the Melbourne habit of striking up conversation with complete strangers, fellow passengers. To these grim folk a smile is a gloat. People are killed here for less.
Only when we alight at Kievskaya do I realise where we are going. Now open-plan, what was English Plus hums with enterprise. Bibles and clerical exegeses bound in sumptuous navy leather, ready to be packed, bubble-wrapped and shipped abroad. A forklift-load is on its way to the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad, Buena, New Jersey, USA. Lapsed or not-so-lapsed clergy, some in cassocks, most ponytailed, bustle between slim partitions or ponder inventories on desktops. The fair, youngish one with the chunky Rolex looks to be in charge. Is it Father Aleksey?
‘That’s Dad’s old computer in the corner, isn’t it? The shabbiest guest at the wedding.’ Indeed it is decrepit beside third-gen Apple Macs.
As we leave through the front door she stops, nods at me, a satisfied twitch of her lips. I can only fold my arms. As though I signaled complicity she nods again, more pronounced, and makes for the corridor.
‘Congratulations Mum,’ I say in her wake.
I will need another lifetime to get to know Teresa Maximovna Kurguzikova. Her real self, briefly on display, slides shut with the lift.
English and Russian concur that месть — это блюдо, которое подают холодным — revenge is a dish best served cold. Other languages too, I’d wager.

★
PROSHAI
★

Should we wait out the prescribed forty days before visiting relatives’ graves? Shivering through a Moscow winter entombing Boris in his garage, permafrost not seen since the sixties when they started spiking clouds with rain-retardants, the question is academic.
On the last morning in March, Echo of Moscow Radio forecasts ten plus, the trigger to switch off seasonal socialism, better known as central heating. Anna peels off the tape sealing the windows as gas pipes judder shut.
April 23 1995. Easter Sunday. We leave Boris at the cemetery gates. Save for a woodpecker’s throaty click and susurrating pines, all is still. My mother and I hang back while Anna enters the restored chapel, writes our departeds’ names on a chit of paper which she lays alongside others on the altar, utters a short prayer, and emerges, signalling she is done. We walk together to the twin headstones, treading carefully round hooped iron borders. No epitaphs, just her parents’ full names, birth and death dates, gold leaf twining over brown granite. She lays her wreath of white chrysanthemums purchased at a flower stand outside Kaluga, crouches trembling for several minutes and rejoins us.
My mother leads the rest of the way. Two believers and a backsliding agnostic, we tarry at an atheist suicide’s grave. Black marble headstone bears the sly epitaph my father chose himself — SERGEY VLADIMIROVICH KURGUZIKOV 1934-1994 — A FOREVER YOUNG PIONEER.
At his feet my mother places sugar-dusted Easter cakes — kulichi — and two eggs, one dyed crimson the other she painted herself, blue and green stripes flowing round a red star.
I sense the dead swarming when I look beyond and around– husbands, wives and children atop one another, paupers cheek by jowl with their sculpted betters. Here and there the initials ‘n.p’ — unidentified soldiers. Russia sandwiched flat.
After a seemly interval Anna takes the palekh from her purse, cradles it in her gloved palm, passes it to my mother, in turn to me. I tuck it into the pocket of my sheepskin coat, out of the spitting snow, where it fits snug. Both women wait. They shuffle nearer. I know I must give it back. We enact the same choreography in reverse, from me to Anna via my mother.
Proshai, Nikolai the Perfect.
In the end, Nikolai I has to be a rehearsal for the real thing. I write him out of our story so our lives can go on. Cruel — but the way it is. Go in grace. Go with God, my mother and Anna chant.
Spring is beginning underfoot. The fir forest, is shaking off its white blanket, green crinkles the horizon. Soil breaks, heaves this way and that. Rills honeycomb the surface. I can practically see all that hardwired chlorophyll flowing up the trunks, balling into buds, uncurling leaf tips. Orangeberry constellations in molecular modelling. A solitary sparrow capers on a birch tree, darts between branches. Towards Siberia the sun, a watery yolk, smears its arc. Every so often a tinkling puff as another bough releases its burden. Winter unleashes one last powdery flurry — but the game is up.
We walk through the cemetery gates, downslope to the Oka’s lip. Three old men are bobble lines for sprats. Further out, a skater, a girl around thirteen, caps her performance with an airborne spin. She curtseys, scoots across to be presented with a bucketful of wrigglers.
Anna turns, takes my hand, pats it on her midriff, bulging by more than the hem of her jacket.
I can’t help myself. I grin. I take her other hand. ‘Nikolai II,’ I promise, ‘you will bury us yet.’
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