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INTRODUCTION

STEPHANIE SANDLER

Imagine a story, an insignificant, small story about no one in particular, that opens out, like all good stories do, to the largest possible cultural truths. There is a plot twist, another requirement of good stories, but it all happens in a single paragraph. It is written down, but it sounds like it was whispered in your ear.

Take, for example, the story of the young journalist N., whose non-name links him to all the no-name representative heroes of Russian literature. He is intelligent-looking, softly bearded with round eyeglasses, and he is walking through a dark passageway that is unavoidable on his way home. There in the dark he uneasily senses a shadowed individual, with a menacing outline. All of this has been conveyed in three sentences in our little story, which now concludes:


The shade approaches and asks in a hollow voice if he has a smoke. N. has never smoked in his whole life, but in his terror, he searches around in his pockets as if a pack of cigarettes might mystically appear. The shade flicks open his lighter, illuminating his own podgy face, and he starts to study his prey in the flickering light. The young journalist N. runs his hands along the seams of his pants and tries to show in all possible ways that he is endlessly sorry not to have cigarettes. “None?” hoarsely asks the shade in a voice that promises nothing good. “None,” honestly answers N. “Are you poor?” the shade says. “Not exactly rich,” says N., again honestly. “Too bad,” says the shade. “Solzhenitsyn, you know, used to say that there can be no independent citizens without private property. It’s because of people like you and me that Russia will never be free.” With these words, the shade once again presses himself against the wall, and disappears into the dark. The young journalist N. stands there a moment longer, noiselessly moving his mouth.



Readers may find themselves reacting much like the young journalist N., mouth slightly agape with lips still moving, as if trying to formulate some verbal response. The expected scene of robbery has turned into an enigmatic colloquy on the absence of private property, and freedom. Fear has melted into a piercing insight about a culture where pretty much anyone might have read Alexander Solzhenitsyn (or Nikolai Gogol or Daniil Kharms) and have passionate feelings about the nature of citizenship and freedom. Our little story, published by the contemporary writer Linor Goralik in 2017, is essentially an uncanny encounter with the other, with someone who turns out to be very much like oneself.1 What looks to be alien, incomprehensible, and scary, hits unnervingly close to home.

There is much more where this story came from. A prolific, immensely talented writer of multiple points of origin and cultural orientations, Goralik has written more than a dozen books. Her work is widely published in Russia, with countless publications in print and online venues. She has won multiple prizes, including the Moscow Triumph Prize for young writers in 2003 and a stipend from the Joseph Brodsky Memorial Foundation in 2016. She has written novellas, miniature stories, flash fiction, comic strips, fairy tales, poems, drama, and essays; translated contemporary fiction from Hebrew to Russian; had periods of time in her life when she was a prolific blogger, writer of tweets, editor at leading online publications, and consultant in marketing and cultural project production. More than one of her books is presented as if written for children, while resisting entirely the sentimentalism and pedagogical aims associated with children’s literature. Goralik’s work in its many and varied forms has drawn considerable attention, so much so that interviewers typically try to pin her down and get her to tell them what kind of writer or cultural professional she “really” is. Her most common response is that she is nothing more than a private individual, and ironically her book of interviews with contemporary writers was entitled Private Persons (Chastnye litsa, 2013). But in a television interview in 2007, when asked to describe herself as a writer, she called herself an “essayist,” acknowledging even so that it did not cover all of what she hoped to do.2

Calling Goralik an essayist has its advantages, however, and to an English-language audience, the thought provocations and boundary breaking associated with Joan Didion, Renata Adler, Susan Sontag, and, from a younger generation, Lena Dunham, would not be an inappropriate context in which to appreciate Goralik. More than they, however, she has marched into so many other genres that her achievement may more aptly be described as taking the project of the essay—its self-inventions, its philosophical challenges, its skepticism and its wit—onto unfamiliar terrain, one where she can almost always retain the role of storyteller. Goralik makes sense among these American women writers for another reason, though: the not-so-subtle fact of gender. Like them, she is alert to the sexism of her culture and its media, and she is quick to deride the harassments of daily life and the assumptions made about women based on dress, body shape, and modulations of voice. In interviews, Goralik often speaks in the masculine gender (that young journalist N. is not an isolated male persona), and when asked about it, she answered that to speak in the grammatically masculine gender is to speak as a person, not specifically as a woman. Feminists might disagree, asserting that the masculine is inherently no more unmarked than the feminine, but in Goralik’s many different speech acts, these moments of taking over grammatically masculine forms amount to nothing less than a quiet form of cultural occupation. This is a writer who refuses to let others limit how or where she will speak.

Goralik is herself an extraordinarily perceptive interviewer (her work has emerged as the gold standard for interviews with contemporary poets; every issue of the premier poetry journal The Air [Vozdukh] includes an interview she has conducted with the featured poet). While that may have made her an adept if not cagey subject when the tables are turned, it has also given her the chance to learn about her fellow writers as if from inside their creative process. She has her finger on the pulse of any number of contemporary trends in Russian culture, making her work, for all its idiosyncratic variety, a surprisingly representative instantiation of Russian literature today. Her life story has elements that are also broadly typical, including her multiple geographical and linguistic points of orientation.

Born in Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine in 1975, she moved to Israel in 1989 (where she earned a degree in computer science); since 2001, she has lived and worked mostly in Moscow, but when asked about defining her homeland (her rodina), she reluctantly answered that it would have to be Israel. As of this writing (2017), she is an editor at Booknik, a Russian-language site devoted to Jewish writing and thinking in the broadest senses of what the Jewish tradition might mean; she has worked in a similar lead capacity at the culture journal Snob. In these journalistic venues, she has become an outstanding chronicler of current cultural events. Her eye for the meaning of externally apparent details is sharp, and it is no coincidence that she has taught courses in fashion and culture as well as advocating for the significance of fashion as a marker of cultural change. She contributes essays on the topic to leading intellectual journals like Fashion Theory (Teoriia mody) and New Literary Review (Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie) and has a regular column on clothing and fashion for the newspaper The Gazette (Vedomosti). Her publications thus range freely across the boundaries of elite and popular culture, as the texts included in this volume show vividly.

A time-tested way to bring popular culture into literary texts is through incorporating spoken language, and Russian literature has seen examples as different as Pushkin’s novel in verse Eugene Onegin, Nikolai Leskov’s tales that rely on the stylized spoken registers of skaz, and Lyudmila Petrushevskaya’s harrowing monologue-based fiction. Much of Goralik’s work depends on creating the illusion that her written text has captured spoken language, small bits of which we get in the little story of young journalist N. As much as anyone writing in Russian today, Goralik strives to catch hold of the speech patterns and everyday topics that animate conversations among friends or strangers. Her ear is alert to the rhythms of spoken Russian, to its subtle ways of skirting around some topics while dwelling endlessly on others, its obsessions, neuroses, curiosities, and stumbling blocks. She has admitted to spending her time riding around on the endless circle line of the Moscow metro, eavesdropping assiduously, but she has added that she reworks fairly seriously anything she overhears or is told directly: her stories or poems may be based on this kind of live reporting, but by the time they are entries in her own texts, the details may be almost unrecognizable but with the emotions preserved, intensified.

A cycle of texts featured in this volume, “She Said, He Said” shows her brilliant facility with the spoken word, and its condensations and displacements might be taken as exemplary of Goralik’s work more broadly.3 The author presents seemingly unrelated anecdotes and short dramatic scenes from the daily life of contemporary urban dwellers. People tell stories of their own daily lives, repeating weird details heard from others and reporting on the sights that can be striking or deadly dull as one walks to work or rides the metro. These are short bits of concentrated language, a quality that also defines the collection of short texts from that gives this volume its title, “Found Life,” as well as “Ninety-One Rather Short Stories,” “Blind Eye,” and “Something Like That (A War Story).” When Goralik published “Found Life” in Russian, she gave it this English-language title, and the puns and double-meanings of the phrase in English reverberate across its pages. Life is found, she suggests, as one catches sight of an eight-year-old girl excitedly talking to herself in sign language as she rides down an escalator; or when a fly shoots out of the pocket of a man riding on the subway, a pocket into which other passengers were stuffing change offered as alms; or when a man gently holds back the long, falling hair of his wife so that she can eat spaghetti. These glimpses of what life looks like are offered to readers as if a catalogue or list, but the author’s gaze is less that of a scientist bent on classification than a kind of verbal photographer, hoping to catch in the click of her shutter an unforgettable, lasting imprint of how people interact in a quickly moving world. These bits of flash fiction can be understood through a variety of technological metaphors, including the camera suggested here, but digital communication with its ephemeral, instantaneous modes of transmission is also a basis for Goralik’s inspired choice of aesthetic form. Most of the entries in “Found Life,” for instance, are Twitter-length or shorter, and Goralik for several years was a deft user of Twitter: her (Russian-language) tweets were always structured as statements beginning “I see,” followed by some quirky juxtaposition of events or persons—for her last post on one account, December 7, 2016, she reports seeing a young man, running and sobbing, wearing a laurel wreath. Similarly, she published a set of “transgressive histories” in spring 2017, in which our story of the young journalist N. appeared. The combination of informality, spoken reportage, and discerning detail gives these records of daily life the aura of urban folklore. Goralik senses that her readers, who may have first encountered her on LiveJournal or Twitter or Facebook, are open to the possibilities that the boundaries between printed literature and digital media are porous.

Goralik’s writings also have important shared border zones with journalism. Followers of literary innovation may immediately wonder whether that makes Goralik comparable to Svetlana Alexievich, winner of the 2015 Nobel Prize for Literature, but Goralik herself has pointed out that there are significant differences between her writing and Alexievich’s documentary prose, starting with her impulse to fictionalize and fundamentally reshape the stories she hears. It is an important distinction, and one might add that the presence of other literary forms in Goralik’s work, like comic strips and poetry, also push her narrative prose toward visual expressiveness on the one hand, and greater compactness on the other. But there is still something to be learned about Goralik if one thinks about journalism, because the writer has herself produced so much journalism. For Booknik, she published a series of articles that are psychological in focus: how parents talk to their children about danger; what memories of childhood summers are retained long into adulthood; what, to a citizen of Israel, offers surprise and pleasure in daily life, rather than fear and anxiety? These articles survey multiple informants, but often focus on a single individual—a museum director, a book publisher, a college professor—chosen to discuss a question relating to child development. Goralik’s wide range of publications show a persistent fascination with the world of children, particularly in books intended for child and young adult audiences (a young person’s guide to Israel, a set of comic strips that veer off into philosophy as often as obscenity). One final reason, then, for readers to find their way to Goralik’s texts is for her insights into how children become adults, and how adults living in a dangerous and cynical world might sustain the wonder and curiosity that marks childhood.

Remarkably, Goralik pursues this extended curiosity about psyche, verbal expression, and emotional development in her poetry by eschewing conventions of lyric subjectivity. As Grigory Dashevsky noted in describing her terse, sometimes nearly formulaic poems, something closer to folkloric expression has been substituted for the usual psychological rhetoric of individual experience.4 Situations and commentary feel at once typical and idiosyncratic, as if an individual’s utterance might contain an entire world view. And perhaps that tendency toward a kind of ethnography of the present is also behind her deep interest in fashion: she has spoken out on topics ranging from fashion-shaming to clothing and disability. She reads clothing choices and fashion criticism as a code that has the power to regulate but also to liberate daily life, in all its pleasures and dangers.

There is no flinching at that danger, it has to be said, even if the danger flickers falsely in a dark passageway on one’s daily walk home. In one of her poems, Goralik writes that the world “gleams like a knife.” Sometimes her work sites the dangerous world in Israel, and some of the short prose pieces refer to the daily routines of living in a zone of war, but the references are often oblique, as in “—…how do you say ‘nails’ in Hebrew? Like, all those nails, nuts and bolts, all that shrapnel?” It’s a telling juxtaposition of speech habits and the mental urge to register but also to find ways to hide violence. In many of the texts translated here, readers will find tremendous charm and vitality, the wicked wit of a discerning adult and the naïve stubbornness of a child. We should be alert to the dangers and distress that lurk beneath these surfaces: Goralik is not one to turn away from suffering, but she is also never one to glorify it as the heroic achievement of the Israeli, the Russian, or anyone else. She explores what it means to be part of a community, but without blind patriotism or submission to social norms. In her work, speech acts open the pathways for connection to others; they record the failures of speech as well, the lies of intimacy and protection, the aggressive attempts to ward off others. The varieties of human experience fill these pages, then, offering us extended tales, dramatic encounters, all in the staccato bursts of these hundreds of short prose pieces, poems, and comics. They add up to a picture of where life is lived, where it is found—a picture that is uncannily familiar in all its strangeness.

Goralik’s work has previously appeared only in discrete publications in English, none of them extended, so this volume is a first chance for English-language readers to get to know her work across its many forms (and even so it is only a fraction of what she has written). Readers should seek out more of her work: several texts in English translation, as well as a few that Goralik herself wrote in English, are available on her website, linorgoralik.com, and readers who want to follow what this prolific author will be doing long after Found Life appears can use that site as a good starting point. Outdated as of this writing but still extremely useful is her Russian-language site at the New Map of Russian Literature (Novaia karta russkoi literatury), http://www.litkarta.ru/russia/moscow/persons/goralik-l/, and she has Facebook pages to follow in both Russian and Hebrew. As this volume was in preparation, new material was appearing on the web and in print. To say that Linor Goralik’s career is a work in progress is an understatement: it is far too early to know what the shape of Goralik’s writing will be, but it is safe to predict that she will continue to write in miniature, mixed, and visual forms, and that her work will cross still more boundaries in the future.

A final note about this translation, which comes to you from a very wide range of translators who worked separately and together to produce this book. Intense collaborative work for this project began in a graduate seminar on contemporary Russian literature at Harvard University in the spring of 2015, and then spread to include other Harvard graduate students as well as Maya Vinokour, who was finishing her PhD at Penn and who had been translating Goralik for a while. The group includes several very experienced translators as well as relative novices, and among the translators are a fiction writer, essayist, and poets; all are also scholars of Russian literature. They come from many different cultural backgrounds and are native speakers of multiple languages, including English and Russian. That diversity became an invaluable part of the translation process, as collaborators worked and reworked versions of these stylistically layered texts. Translators sought to create a flexible, spoken register for Goralik’s texts whether they are long or short, prose or poetry, comic strips or theatrical scenes. May their translations captivate an American audience curious about what Russian literature sounds like now—Linor Goralik’s work is the perfect place to start listening.

Stephanie Sandler

____

1.    Published as one of her “Five Stories about Transgression.” For the Russian original, see Linor Goralik, “Piat’ istorii pro transgressiiu,” Colta.ru (May 22, 2017), http://www.colta.ru/articles/specials/14879.

2.    The Russian-language interview was on A School for Scandal (Shkola zlosloviia), the interview conducted by hosts Tatiana Tolstaya and Avdotya Smirnova, excerpted here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PZiNBI4cf9s (accessed June 15, 2017). The question of self-definition opens the program.

3.    A partial version of this text has appeared in English, translated as “They Talk,” by Mikhail Iossel. It appeared in the collection Rasskazy, ed. Mikhail Iossel and Jeff Parker (Portland, OR: Tin House Books, 2009), 21–32 and was reprinted in Late and Post-Soviet Russian Literature: A Reader, Book 1: Perestroika and the Post-Soviet Period, ed. Mark Lipovetsky and Lisa Ryoko Wakamiya (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2014), 86–97.

4.    His comments appear on Goralik’s author page on the website A New Map of Russian Literature (Novaia karta russkoi literatury). See http://www.litkarta.ru/russia/moscow/persons/goralik-l/ (accessed June 23, 2017).


PART I

SHORT PROSE


SHE SAID, HE SAID

TRANSLATED BY AINSLEY MORSE AND MAYA VINOKOUR

(With a few exceptions, the stories in this cycle are purely the product of authorial invention rather than “overheard conversations.”)

[image: image]

—…I mean, half a year, can you imagine? To be honest, they’d already given up. Well, I could tell that at least Sveta had given up. Her mother had been driving him into the grave her whole life anyway, seems like she really couldn’t have cared less. So here they are, going to the dacha, her mom wanted to fix up the dacha to sell it, because she’s like: Sveta, ever since he went missing I just can’t stand being there. So then, Sveta tells me: “I’m upstairs sleeping and suddenly I hear my mother downstairs screaming, just screaming bloody murder, and I’m like: ‘Huh? Wha?’—and I race downstairs—and then I see my father, can you imagine?” She’s like: “Tanya, I’m telling you: it was like I saw a corpse. Another second and I’d have gone crazy. He looked so scary, standing there, hair down to his shoulders, dirty all over, thin, all eyes, Tanya, I was about to lose it, my legs were shaking…” Can you imagine? They had basically already buried him. So, what happened was, he was a sleepwalker. All summer he’d been walking around at night digging himself a burrow, and when the first frost came, when they were getting ready to leave the dacha, he went there and slept through the whole winter. And then he woke up in April. No, I mean, really, can you imagine? Crawled to the dacha, doesn’t remember anything, an-y-thing. I mean, talk about being sick and tired, right?

[image: image]

—…the mother split the bedroom in half and made one half into a museum. I mean, she really divided it: she put up the wall like right down the middle of the double bed, so you have to roll over across the bed and lie on his spot to see the other half of the room. And she left everything there just like it was that morning when he left for work. Socks, and like, a wrinkled shirt, a glass on the nightstand. She fills it up with beer—it’s been thirty-one years now, you understand, right?—because the beer dries up—so that it’s all like it was that day. And nothing else. Just a room cut in half, frozen in time. And on the wall that’s, like, facing out, right? She has his picture, and underneath it says “missing,” they searched for him for like three days under the rubble, he worked on the top floors or else they’d have searched longer. I was there once, stuck it out for two minutes, so fucked up. And that was when she wasn’t home, so she wouldn’t be watching. They wrote about it in some newspaper, and their house is in a couple of tourist guides, she lets people in for a couple of hours on a certain day of the week.

[image: image]

—…do you know how I realized spring had come? I found a skull in the vegetable garden. Right away I tried to find the hole. Nah, no hole. Just some bastard croaked in the vegetable garden.

[image: image]

—…practically shaking. And all day, I mean all day I’m staggering around like a sick man, I honestly felt like I was coming unscrewed. And I decided I’m not going home, because I’m just fucking sick of her. I mean, six years, I’ve been living with this woman for six years now, and she pulls this kind of shit over some fucking detergent? I’m telling you, she’s sick in the head, just completely obsessed with her cleaning. She’s lost it. So she screams at me: “I’m fucking sick of this, get out of my sight, get the fuck out of here, you only think of yourself, I hope you die!” I say: “Listen to yourself, the words coming out of your mouth, you’re raising a daughter and this is how you talk?” Then she threw that sweater at me! And then Friday after that detergent—what can I say?—that’s it, I decided, we’re done. You say get out—fine, I’m gone! And that whole day, walking around, you know, I was thinking: OK, so I’ll spend the night at my mother’s, then tomorrow I’ll swing by to pick up some stuff while she’s at work, she has money right now, I’ll leave another couple hundred on the table too, you know, for my conscience—and that’s it, and she can go…I’ll talk to Natasha myself…And then, so we’re already on the way to lunch, but I forgot my phone, so I was like: hey guys, I’ll be right there, and I go back and—the phone’s ringing. And I pick up, thinking—whoever you are, go to hell—and then I hear—well, bawling. For real, she’s bawling like a beluga, sobbing and sniffling. My heart sinks, right away I think—something’s happened with Natasha. I’m like: “Lena, what’s wrong with her, what happened? Lena, tell me, what happened to her?” And she’s like: “Waaahhh…With whoooo?” I felt a weight lift right away. I really can’t handle it when she cries, it breaks my heart, I forget everything, no bad blood or anything, just, you know…And I’m like: “Kitten, kitten, what is it, tell me?” And she’s just bawling. And she says: “In the paaaaper…” I’m like: “What, baby, what was in the paper?” I’m thinking, maybe some relatives or something. But she’s like: “Waaahhh…in the paper…that all men…uuuhhhh…That in twenty thousand years…I mean, not twenty…That you’ll all be extiiiinnct…the chromosome…Waaahhh…” “Lena, baby,” I say, “what are you talking about?” And she’s like: “The chromosome is disintegrating…waahhh…In a hundred thousand years you’ll all be goooone…It’ll just be uuuuussss….” And I’m like: “Lena, so what?” And she’s like: “Lyosha, my Lyosha, don’t go extinct, please! Come home, right now, pleeease!” And I forgot to buy the detergent again. She’s crazy, right?

[image: image]

—…I mean, fifteen years old. So she was still in high school. They’d just started teaching the older grades Safe Sex and Sexual Health, and there she is, seven months along. And all of them—girls and boys both—had to carry these dolls with them around the clock, in order to understand what it means to be responsible for a child. So there she was—one hand on her belly and the other holding the doll.

[image: image]

—…without the kids for the first time in something like six months. I spent the entire dinner telling poor Danya all about how I’m restructuring the whole legal department, poor guy, probably didn’t understand half of it, but I got really into it. But you know, the main thing is, now I’m a partner, I’m holding 20 percent, that’s around another forty-two thousand a year, I mean, just a completely new life for us, a completely new life. So then we’re in the car, I’m all sleepy and drunk, and Danya keeps harping on about how we have to transfer Eva ASAP out of “that den of liberalism”—that’s what he calls Sevenston—into Cornwеll Spring, and I’m sitting there thinking that Eva’s going to blow her stack, but I don’t have the energy to explain it to him…And I’m just listening to him, listening, he says something about the mortgage, that we have to do something…And I’m sitting there thinking: so does this mean I’m a grown-up, then? Am I a grown-up now or what?

[image: image]

—…they’re on the plane already when they say: “Jacqueline, perhaps you’d like to change your clothes?” She’s all covered in his blood, her stockings are bloody and her white gloves too. And she’s like: “What? No! I want the whole world to see what those bastards did!” The rest of the movie’s kind of so-so, a bit long if you ask me, but still, for three days afterwards, you know what I was thinking about? That I would never take those gloves off. I wouldn’t be able to. If I were as much in love as she was, I would have worn those gloves for the rest of my life. I mean, well, probably I’d go crazy first and then I’d be a crazy old lady wearing gloves with President Kennedy’s blood on them. And I’d call them “John.” Both of ’em. Or maybe one of them John and the other one Robert. But I’d have gone crazy beforehand and wouldn’t know about Robert. I’m not making any sense, sorry. But she really was all covered in blood, even her stockings, and she was so…There was something in her eyes…A great woman. And Misha’s never even gotten beat up, you know? Not even just roughed up on the street.

[image: image]

—…and he tries to talk to me for like two hours at a time. But I just don’t even have the energy for it, I just don’t. But he just keeps dragging it out, you know what I mean. And he keeps calling like that every night, every night, and I just don’t have anything to talk to him about, but he just needs to do it, you know? And I sort of understand, I do, but I just don’t have it in me…So yesterday he calls and is like: “So how’s it going?” And I’m just blah, I’m sleepy, and I tell him: “I’m sick, I want to go lie down.” And he asks: “Where does it hurt?” And I just say: “Everywhere.” And then he’s like: “Want me to kiss it…everywhere?” And I got so turned on…

[image: image]

—…talk to somebody, I’m a person after all, I can’t go on like this either! But who can I talk to? Papa? He’ll just start crying, I mean, no way, what good would it do to talk to Papa? No point. But who can I talk to? Alik gets home from work every night at ten and plops down on the couch, shoes and all, one time I said something to him, and he was like: just let me die in peace, as if I’d somehow, you know, said something…I don’t know what. But I’m a person too, you know, I mean, I have to talk to someone! So one time I got out at the Lubyanka stop, on Pushechnaya Street, and there’s the big Children’s World store, and I just thought—well, you can all just go to hell! I went in and on the first floor, you know, where they have that carousel, I bought myself a plush rabbit. You know, the kind with long legs, made to look like it’s already worn-out? You know the kind I mean? Six hundred rubles, no joke, but can’t I do it, after all? The last time I bought myself jeans was nine months ago, well, don’t I get to spend six hundred rubles? Anyway, I shoved him in a bag and brought him home and then, when Alik went to sleep, I shut myself up in the bathroom, sat him down on a shelf and just told him everything, you know, poured my heart out till there wasn’t a drop left…That first night I was up till six in the morning. I was bawling, and taking pills, just doing all sorts of things…And after that there wasn’t a night when I couldn’t find a minute at least. I kept him hidden in a bag in the closet, you know, where the pipes are, we have a bag there with the enema stuff so no one ever even looks in there, and that’s where I kept him. And yesterday my dad had that thing again, so I gave him his meds and put him to bed and went off, to the rabbit, and once I started telling him about it I just couldn’t stop, I went on and on, talking and talking, and then I gave him a shake, you know, and I’m like: “Why so quiet?” And then he looks at me and says: “Listen, did it ever even occur to you to ask what’s up with me?”
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—…the wife comes home and the cat smells like someone else’s perfume.
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—…some milk, yogurt for him, you know, the kind of stuff you buy every evening. When we first moved there—such service! I could never believe it. Like, if you bought something once in one of the departments, when you come in the next time, they’re like: do you need some of that? How about some of this?—you know, like, what you usually get there. Marusya’s like: “Mama, everybody loves you.” And I’m like: “No, it’s just a nice supermarket, that’s good service,” and she says: “No, when you went to get your card I was watching, they don’t talk like that with the other customers.” I’m always the one to do the shopping, I swing by on my way home from work. So anyway, Papa was sick and I was trying to get home sooner, and I run in all, I’m all, you know—whew!—and the security guard’s like: “Haven’t seen your papa around in a while.” And I’m like: “What do you mean?” And he’s like: well, he usually comes by here every day, we all know him. “What???”—I say. And he’s like: “Well, you know, he makes his way through all the departments and says: ‘Sorry to bother you, my little Natasha is always forgetting everything. So when she comes by after work, would you please remind her about these cookies?’ And he’ll go to another department and say: ‘My little Natasha forgets everything, so please, if you don’t mind, when she drops in after work, do remind her about the Maasdam.’ Or, you know: ‘My daughter’s going to come by, you know, the tall one in the blue coat, so if you could just remind her about the mayonnaise, she’s quite forgetful…’ That’s what we call you, he says, we’re always like: ‘Little Natasha’s here.’” I turned right around and went home, I was practically shaking. And then Papa opens the door, sees that I don’t have any grocery bags and is like: “Little Natasha! Did you forget to go to the supermarket?” I swear to God, Olga, I’m going to hang myself.
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—…so just imagine you’re looking at a copy of 1950s Amateur Erotica and inside, on like page ten, there’s your mom covering up her left breast with a hand mixer. Sure, there’s really nothing wrong with that. But some book to get as a present, right? Anyway, I would never in my life have recognized her. Ever. So then the other day I come in, and she’s sitting there looking at it. She practically jumped. And I’m like—fuuuuuuck!!! And I just stand there. And then, you know what she says? She’s like: “Don’t tell your father or he’ll divorce me.” And she’s crying. And the thing is, she’s covering up her breasts with her hands, in a robe! I about fucking lost it. I’ve been thinking, can I sue them? I really wish I could just kill them and be done with it.
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—…this lady, not too old, you know, pretty good-looking actually, wearing a stole with little tails, good makeup, and a girl with her, maybe around twenty or so. And I’m really enjoying, like, just looking at them, it’s nice that they’re sitting in a cafe in the middle of the day on December thirty-first, having coffee. I sit there half listening to them while I’m reading the menu and I’m thinking: probably an aunt and her niece, they’re really close, and here they’ve met up to say Happy New Year to each other, there’s really something very nice about this, then later the girl will probably go celebrate with her friends—basically, a nice familiar scene. So the girl’s telling the lady, you know, all about what’s going on with her, and I’m listening, I really love other people’s conversations. And she’s saying something about some Anya, that Anya’s dating her boss, and he took her on some trip, and then someone there got fired, the lady’s nodding, and then the girl’s like: “Anya, you know, her mom abandoned her too, but not like how you abandoned me…”—and then the rest of the sentence. But I couldn’t make that last part out, my ears just stopped working at that point.
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—…during the war. He made it all the way to Berlin and sent her a package from the front, with some children’s things for Mama and Pasha, tablecloths, some other stuff, and this gorgeous negligee. I mean, no one here had seen anything like it, you know what I mean? She unwraps it—and there’s a noodle stuck to it. As if the woman had been eating and accidentally dropped one. She threw up for twenty minutes, then she packed up the kids and that was it. He spent half a year looking for her afterwards.
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—…two whole weeks before I menstruate my breasts hurt so bad that even walking is hard, every step hurts. And it’s like that e-ve-ry month! And that’s before I menstruate! And during I just want to howl all the time, but I have to go to work. And just survive. Forget about it! It’s just awful. And then if you think about it, the worst is yet to come. There’s still, you know. Try to get pregnant eight times, actually go into labor twice. And I bet one of those will be a C-section. Jesus God. Then get your tubes or your ovaries removed or some other thing. Not to mention menopause. And uterine cancer! Lordy, sweet Jesus, I just don’t want to be a girl, I just don’t want to, I don’t. The one good thing is at least I lost my virginity. At least that’s done, thank God.

[image: image]

—…from the cemetery, and that’s when she started smoking again, my nerves are shot to hell too, and I should have just left her alone on a day like that but I just freaked out. She hadn’t smoked since her first pregnancy. And I walked right up to her from behind and tore the cigarette out of her mouth, and she turns toward me so slowly, and she’s got this expression on her face and I know: she’s just going to deck me right here and now. She’d had a bit to drink there at the cemetery, too, and I’m standing there thinking: all right, come on, bring on the hysterics—because, well, I just felt so bad for her…And she’s looking at me, you know, scowling, and she says slowly: “And now, Volodya, we’re going to play daddy and mommy.” I just look at her, and she says: “Daddy and mommy. You’ll be my daddy now, and I’ll be your mommy.”
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—…whenever his mom isn’t around he’s like this tender lover.
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—…I grabbed Lena by the hand and we ran to the neighbors’. And it’s like that once a week now, he gets plastered and just goes after her, paws out, you know, lunging like a backhoe. We’ve already got it down: jump into your boots and off we go. But otherwise, Natasha, I really can’t complain. Everyone always said: no guy’s ever going to love someone else’s kid, well, go figure.
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—…so I’m walking along and all of a sudden I feel someone looking at me. I had that coat on, the black-and-white checked one, back then it was the latest thing, Inka managed to get it for me, two months’ salary. So I’m walking downhill on the side of the street where, you know, there’s like an art salon or Art House, what was it? You know, where the Indian restaurant is now. And I can just feel that someone’s watching me, you know? Well, so I kind of carefully turn my head, and there on the other side there’s this young man and he’s, you know, not even hiding it. And there’s something about him…he looks somehow…maybe he looked like some famous actor…But I just, you know, just right then I realized: well, that’s it, that’s my future husband. I mean, do you believe in this sort of thing? I looked at him for just a second and just knew everything. So I’m going along all proud, towards Neglinnaya, but my heart’s going boom-boom, boom-boom, boom-boom. I sneaked a peek and saw that he’s, like, walking on the diagonal, like towards the edge of the sidewalk. And I realize that we’re going to meet right there on the corner. And I don’t even think about what I’ll say ’cause it’s like I get it already, you know? Like I get it without anything being said. And I’m just walking and thinking: I could have gone to pick up those heels first, and that would have been it! And I can’t think about anything else, except that I might have gone to pick up those stupid pumps and then I would have never met my husband! And I peek over again—and he’s already stepping off the sidewalk and even speeding up, you know, to intercept me. And right then, like right there a car backs out—like, screeeeeeee!!! Literally, I mean literally an inch away from him. Like really less than an inch. I’m standing there, I mean, my heart stopped. I can’t move a muscle. And he’s standing there like a statue. And you know, he turns around—and heads back onto the sidewalk, and starts trotting up the stairs to, like, the subway…And I’m just standing there thinking: I bet my pumps aren’t even ready yet.
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—…and until the dog kicks off he won’t move out of that apartment.
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—…taught myself, so my brain just turns off at moments like that. I’m a robot. I could tell a block away from the smell that it was fucked over there. I was right—there was nothing left of the café, just a single wall. That’s when I just flip the switch in my head: tick-tack. I’m a robot, I’m a robot. Then for three hours we, you know. We generally break up into groups of three, two do the collecting and one closes up the bags, so there I am zipping—zhzhik, and it’s like these weren’t people, we’re just collecting various objects and putting them in sacks. We were in four groups, finished in three hours. Zvi says to me: let’s do one last walk-through, just in case. Sure, what do I care—I’m a robot. We walk around, look in the corners, the wreckage, where we can we rummage around a little. Looks like we got everything. And then I notice, like out of the corner of my eye, some kind of movement. And I’m like: “What’s that?” I look, and by the one wall that didn’t collapse, there’s a display case, still in one piece, and there’s pastries in it, rotating. And that’s when I threw up.
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—…how old is he? Probably pushing fifty. Gray hair, I always loved that type. You know, he did ballet as a kid, then worked for the KGB, so, like, basically a real inspired dude.
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—…forgot it on the desk. I put the pencil case in my schoolbag, and the, uh, folder, but I left the notebook. So at recess I see it’s not there. I got a clean notebook from Masha, I’m like: “Masha, give me one of those, you know, a notebook,” so I start writing out the homework, but didn’t have enough time. So she’s like: “Give me the notebook,” but it’s only half-done. So she’s like: “That’s it, you get a C, I’m calling your father in tomorrow morning.” I’m walking home all…thinking: man, that’s it. ’Cause I never had any Cs before, he’s going to really bawl me out! Well, he wasn’t home, still at work, and I’m sitting there waiting for him, it’s almost dark out, like seven o’clock. And I think, well, I’ll go outside so I can tell him right away when he gets home. And it was raining, well, like just a little. So I went out. I took Chapa and we went out. I’m standing there all wet already and I see my father coming. Chapa ran up to him and I go too and say right away: “My notebook, I forgot it, and, uh…At recess I started on a new one, but I only finished half, and she gave me a C. And you have to go in to school tomorrow, but I really did it, honest, just forgot the notebook, that’s all. And I promise to fix the C, I mean, I’ll…” And he’s like: “Come on, you little slacker, let’s go home.”

[image: image]

—…screaming. And it’s always the same dream: his mama’s slapping him in the face and asking: “Did you eat the chocolate?!” He’s bawling and saying: “No!” Mama slaps him: “Did you eat the chocolate?!” Him: “No!” Mama slaps him: “Did you eat the chocolate?!” Here he breaks down and screams: “YES! YES!” And his mama bitch slaps him, screaming: “What did I tell you—never admit to anything!!!” Isn’t that horrible? For like six months I couldn’t get him to tell me anything about this nightmare of his, he would just be like: aw, what nightmare, everything’s fine.
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—…when he loved me I was never jealous, but when he didn’t love me—I got jealous. I started calling him, driving both of us up the wall, until one time they had to call an ambulance for me.
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—…I belong to this one rich man and I have to sing whenever he says. Because if I do it for one more year, then our group can get some decent money together and really get somewhere. But he’s totally unreasonable, he doesn’t try to be understanding, he doesn’t care—you can be sick, tired, have problems—go sing. Vera went to her sister’s wedding, and he fired her. But I know what has to be done, because otherwise there’s no way we’ll get anywhere, it’s tough out there. So I put up with it. This one time he and his friends were having a cookout somewhere, he calls me—come over and sing. This is outdoors, and it’s September already. I get there and he gives me this huge coat, I mean, like a barrel. And I felt so gross singing in that coat, like crying, I mean really. I explain to him that you’re not supposed to sing when it’s cold out, singing is all about breathing, if I breathe normally out in the cold air then tomorrow my vocal cords’ll be shot, and if I don’t breathe, I’ll be singing using only my vocal cords and blow them out anyway. This is all going on at his dacha, it’s huge, pheasants, peacocks, dogs. And a silent pregnant wife following him around. And I’m thinking, this is probably a good match, she’s living well, but her life must be awful is what I think. “No,” he says, “sing.” I’d have quit a long time ago, but our group can’t get anywhere without his money and I want to get somewhere. But I’d still have quit a long time ago, only he comes to me after we’re done singing, sits down and cries. No, he hasn’t touched me, why the fuck do you keep asking me this bullshit, huh?!
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—…every Christmas people set up those little scenes from the life of, you know, Jesus, little cradles and all that. So he bought like five pounds of meat and went around his neighborhood that night and switched out all the Jesuses with, like, hams…It was super conceptual, really great. Not like just sitting at home with the family, smiling like dumbasses.
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—…a day. I spent the whole morning trying to write the screenplay, but I just kept coming up with cheap melodrama. Because real life just doesn’t produce tragedies of that magnitude. Either everybody dies, or, you know. Some kind of inexpressible spiritual torment. So I go out to pick up my suit and the whole time I’m in the subway I’m thinking: is this really OK? Because art is all about being able to see greatness in small things. The drama, you know, in simple things. And the more I think about it, like, the worse I feel. And suddenly at the Lubyanka stop I decide: aw, screw it, screw the suit. I’m going to get out right now, walk to The Captains and just get a drink. OK. I get out, and upstairs I get three texts in one go. From three different people, obviously. “I’m in the loony bin, they’re keeping me here for now”; “Anya died yesterday. I’m not flying in”; “Dad’s crying and begging for me to take him home.” I read them once, a second time, a third, and suddenly I realize I’ve been looking at my phone and walking in circles around the lamppost for fifteen minutes.
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—…And when my daughter accidentally crushed the hamster in the door, he cried. He kept saying: “He was a great guy!”
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—…I’m walking around shaking. The place was already full of people, super crowded, everyone’s coming up, like: “Oh dude, so cool!” and all that, but I’m still scared shitless. I’m walking around behind everyone’s back so I can see who’s looking at what. I mean, on the one hand it’s not OK to walk up real close to people, ’cause you really can’t eavesdrop at your own show, but, you know: at least you keep an eye on who stops in front of what, you know, how they look at it. So I walk behind this one column in the gallery, near where that dude of mine is standing, you know, the one with the spindly legs. And I see Tultsev himself standing in front of him with his notepad. I’m all: “Jackpot.” And my heart goes: “Boom!” I stand there real quiet and watch. And he’s there, looking at my dude, and, like, super focused. I’m like: “No way.” And he stands there for like three minutes, looking, or five. And he even, like, I mean, he starts to smile a little bit. He’s standing there looking and smiling, I mean, well, like a person who’s feeling just fine. And I’m all: “Ahhhh!” So then at some point he walks away. I think: why don’t I stand there too and have a look at my fan-fucking-tastic sculpture. And I stand right on the same spot where he was standing. Fuuuuuuck!!! There, right behind my dude, I mean, a little to the left, there’s a cat cleaning itself. Licking, and licking, and licking…
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—…I ask: “Mama, what do you want for New Year’s?” And you know what she says, the old bag? “Don’t buy me anything, sonny, who knows if I’ll even make it till then…”
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—…we’re at the end of our rope, fighting like cats and dogs. So then Milka tells me: go see the priest. I come in and I’m like: “Father, I just can’t do it, it’s horrible, I’m ready to throw him out. He’s my husband, after all, but the way we live, I’m ashamed in front of my own kids!” He asks me right away: “Do you have an altar in the house?” Well, no—I say—we don’t. “Then how,” he says, “how can you want there to be room for your husband in the house if you don’t have room for God? You should go,” he says, “right now”—and he told me where to go and what to buy: you know, that little shelf for the icon, something to put under it, and a candle, holy water too. And he told me how to do everything, how to pray, where to hang it, and with the water, I mean, everything. I hauled over there after work, I was totally beat, came home…What can I say, I hung it all myself, set it all up, and what do you call it, sprinkled it all with the water. And I did the bows and said everything I had bottled up inside—that he’s my husband but there are times I could really kill him, like, it’s enough to see him and I’m ready to kill him, and help me Lord, and all that. And you know, somehow I felt…better, and I’m already thinking—well, OK, maybe with God’s help we can start living like human beings. I turned around—and he’s standing there. I say to him: “What do you want?” And he’s looking at me and says: “Zina…But there’s no God…”
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—“…all my life I wanted to become a real grown-up lady that all the little girls would talk about, saying: ‘Wow, what a cool dollhouse she has!’”
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—…everyone hates us, but it’s not like we’re having a great time. Like, on New Year’s the boys call me up: lieutenant, sir, they say, there’s a guy climbing the Christmas tree here. You know, near Lubyanka, on that street, Nikolskaya. He’s climbing right up like a monkey. And it’s a holiday. And I think: so now I tell them to take him down and bring him in, and it’ll just be one more police asshole sticking it to someone, on New Year’s to boot. So I’m like: “Is he climbing kinda calmly?” They say, “Yeah, pretty calmly, just climbing along.” “Then screw him,” I say, “let him climb.” The boys don’t care, it’s a holiday for them too, they want to do like everybody else. So I’m sitting there thinking: I did a good deed, like they say—how you start off the year and all. So I’ll have a good year. Then fifteen minutes later they call again. He crashed down out of that tree and broke his neck. Soon as they got to him he’d already broken it. There’s your good start. And you tell me everyone hates us! Why don’t you climb on down here with your ID ready, don’t fuck with me, you smartass!”
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—…I’m straight up beating myself on the chest and begging her: “Lusia, I swear, never again in my whole life! I won’t even look at any other woman! I won’t even look, just forgive me! So then she’s like: “Swear it.” And I’m like: “I swear.” And she says: “Wait, no, not like that. Swear on your mother’s life.” “Aww, Lusia,” I say, “not that. If anything happens to my mother, you’ll be like: ‘Aha! You’ve been out with her again!!!’”

[image: image]

—…at two in the morning some kind of angel flew in. Totally drunk; he was hanging there outside the window, refusing to fly over the windowsill. Kept calling me Natalya. Sobbed, kissed my hands, said that he’d sunk so low, couldn’t get any lower. Kept asking if he could still be saved. I said sure, didn’t want to upset him.
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—…I always loved my wife, loved her like you can’t even imagine. But she—well, it seemed to me anyway—she thought I was just OK. My mother says to me: “Get a lover. Your wife’ll love you more.” I started seeing this one woman. I mean, I didn’t love her, of course. I loved my wife, didn’t love this one. But I would go see her. Then I thought: my wife needs to find out. But I can’t tell her. She’s why I started the whole thing, but I can’t tell her. My mother says: “Tell the kids, they’ll make sure she finds out.” My kids, like I told you, I’ve got two sons, one of them had just started college then, and the younger one was fifteen. I called them over, I got home and sat them down, I say: “Boys, listen to me. I’m going to tell you something terrible, I hope you can forgive me. Boys, I have another woman in my life besides your mother.” And I don’t say anything else. They looked at each other and all of a sudden just crack up! And the younger one slaps me on the shoulder and says: “Good work, dad!” And the older one says: “Cool. We won’t rat you out.” So to this day I’m still seeing that broad. Goddamn.
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—…Well, because a grownup shouldn’t confuse love and sex!
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—…the Judgment Day, incidentally, already happened, but nobody noticed. Just for some people everything’s been great ever since, and for others it’s been really bad.
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—“…sorry, can you point me to a McDonald’s?” And then this pompous ass strikes a pose and informs me: “Oh my, miss, I’m afraid I don’t know my way around the McDonald’s of our great Moscow!” I didn’t even get it, I’m like: “Excuse me?” And he’s like: “Personally, I orient myself using city squares! Museums! Cultural monuments!…” Ah, I say, uh-huh. People like you are always the first to die.
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—…I am just a totally non-confrontational person. Absolutely. True, me and my brother are constantly fighting like you wouldn’t believe—but he’s straight.
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—…I saw her yesterday. I’ll tell you what—it doesn’t even matter what she looks like and that she’s beautiful—well, yes, she’s beautiful, I won’t argue, what’s true is true—but it doesn’t matter. What matters is what I saw: it’s not going to work out for them. No way. Eight years of marriage is quite a length of time, Marina, I know him so well, I mean, so well, like the back of my hand. So I know, nothing’s going to work out between him and that woman. She’ll suck him dry, turn him inside out, and he’ll come crawling back to me. You’ll see, mark my words. It even calmed me down. ’Cause otherwise, you know, when I first found out about all of it, I couldn’t eat for two weeks, I mean, nothing. I lost fifteen pounds. But this is so great, it’s such an amazing feeling!
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—…I was buying marigolds from her, over by the market. So I ask her: “Granny, how much?” And the old lady’s like: “Are you giving them as a gift? ’Cause you know, usually you don’t give marigolds as a gift.” And I’m thinking, fine, you have to have your finger in every pie, like I didn’t know that myself! “No,” I say, “I’m taking them to the cemetery.” I give her thirty rubles and start to pull one flower out of the bouquet, to make it, you know, an even number, and she says: “Don’t worry, it’s already even!” See, sometimes you think badly of a person and it turns out they have your back.
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—…he ate one hot dog and left. I mean, tell me, Lena, do I need this?
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—…I don’t even know how to explain it. Well, just imagine: you’re sitting in the subway. And there’s a girl sitting across from you. One of those girls, you know, blond with translucent skin, like she’s got strawberry yogurt inside instead of blood. And she’s leafing through something, something that…I mean…I mean even if it has “Till Eulenspiegel” written on the cover you still know it’s all kittens inside. Know what I mean? And she has this bag, hot pink and it’s fur. See what I mean? Get it? And you’re looking at her and you just…You can just feel that this is not a human being. This is a heavenly creature. A different essence, you know? A higher one. One that’s all, you know. And then in a year she’ll give birth to a kid with Pyle’s syndrome. And that, Pasha, is what you call God’s plan.
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—…that day everyone really showed their true colors. Like, my friend Cattail calls me up and yells: “Dude, do you have any idea what’s going on over at the White House?!” “Yeah,” I say, “I know, I’m watching TV, so what…” “No,” he yells, “dude, you don’t know! There are these chicks here! You can fuck ’em right on the tanks!!” So I went to my wife—we were still married then—and I’m like: “Darling, I have to go to the White House, to the barricades—to defend freedom and democracy.” And she wouldn’t let me go! I forgave that bitch everything, but that heartlessness I can’t and won’t forgive.
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—…I don’t like people like that. She makes three thousand bucks a month, but her cat craps in that seventy-ruble Soviet litter.
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—…decided to do an experiment. “So,” I say, “I’m going to start going to the gym. I’m signing up Monday.” “Oh,” he says, “great! Good girl!” A normal reaction, right? I perked up, I’m like: “Except I feel so lazy, I don’t have the energy…” “Oh, come on,” he says. “Going to the gym’s so great. While you’re working out endorphins get released…Oh shit! I’m outta Prozac and I forgot to buy more!” Do you see now? Like whatever I start talking about with him, we always end up in a conversation about his complicated soul.
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—…lately it’s been really hard going. My texts have started coming out slow and short, there aren’t many words in them, so every word carries tremendous weight. Earlier I would never have thought you could spend two and a half hours trying to place one word in a line. Literally: one. Two and a half hours. And they’re in your head all the time, of course, if you’re writing that slowly, because there’s no way to push it all out of yourself—and that’s it: now that word just keeps spinning around in your brain, spinning…Your head starts throbbing. Yesterday for the first time I actually felt that thing Kosinovsky always used to say: “We are translating our lives into words.” That suddenly became true for me: life gets monstrously difficult if everything’s all…Drawn-out in your head. It takes the place of everything else, you have no strength left for anything because you can’t just ponder a single line for the sake of that one word, you have to—no matter how banal this might sound—you have to be there completely. And, as we know, it is monstrously unpleasant there. And terrifying. And painful. It’s like being a shaman, you know—for every word you have to cross over into the spirit world. So basically, I had a great day, obviously, writing about kids in Berlin in forty-four. Like a little poem. This autistic kid gets tracked down and killed, his mother had told everyone he died of pneumonia but was keeping him hidden in a cave down by the river. But the other kids thought he was a spy. They tried to grab him, he attacked them, bit somebody, but they had a knife…And afterwards one little boy, the youngest, was crying and saying: you bastards! Bastards! I was the one who found him, he was mine! I was supposed to be the one to kill him, I was the one who told those bastards about him, why did they go without me, the bastards?! So that’s the poem. Well, what do you expect. While you’re writing you’re shaking all over. You write two lines, sit there and think: Christ, why am I torturing myself, what good is any of this? You go and willingly open a door from your life into hell, and then you go back and forth, back and forth, and meanwhile hell quite naturally starts creeping in, creeping in like smoke…And of course you want to toss that poem, because—well, the hell with it, but then you think: no. Because finishing it is the only way to close that door. At least for a while. And you go on sitting there—one line, then another line, and you keep on having to talk yourself into it…For instance, yesterday I kept myself going with the thought that any minute now I’ll finish writing, get up and me and Anya will finally go to La Marée to eat oysters. Otherwise we haven’t been able to get out of the house for three weeks now, one of the “-ber” months is already over and we haven’t even started yet this year.
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—…she is a weak, cowardly, clingy, totally incompetent, very difficult, very unhappy woman. And we should feel sorry for her and not talk shit.
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For Julia Idlis

—…they say: “It can change your whole life,” and you think: “What idiots! How can some dumb crap that I come and do along with ten or even fifteen complete strangers change my life?” We all think like that, right? How can something you do for two hours a week change your life? So, listen, that was exactly what I thought too. I went once…I mean, I just went, and that was it. So listen when I tell you: yoga really changed my life. Really. ’Cause I was always like—bzz-bzz-bzz-bzz, always scared, always worried about something, all wound up like a spring. But here you come in, change clothes, sit down on the floor in a corner and cry for an hour. It’s another life. Now I can’t even understand how people live without yoga.
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—…we’re standing there and then Mama whispers to me: “Weeell, look who it is!” So I look—there she is, all decked out in high heels, walking on tippy-toe and trying not to fall down in the mud. I’m telling you, the way she looked—the nerve! No, I mean, she’s all in black, the whole nine yards, but you can tell she got dressed like for a big party. You know, like six-thousand-ruble boots, with those things in the back…I mean really. My little Lena says to me: “What a pig!” I mean, really, twenty minutes late, must have been doing her makeup. Dark glasses, but you can still tell, her cheekbones and everything…knee-high boots and a skirt. See what I mean? What a stunner…I can see everyone literally turning away, ’cause it’s shaaaaameful! I mean shaaaaameful! We’re standing there—I mean, it’s obvious that people are grieving, we don’t have clothes on the brain. Lena was wearing that sweater of mine, the one with, you know…That one. I don’t let her wear it ’cause it’ll snag, but she was like: “Marina, I don’t have anything black”—and I gave it to her, I swear, I didn’t think twice—could I worry about a sweater at a time like that, what do you think? And she didn’t snag anything, I can probably let her borrow stuff to wear now, she’s a big girl. So then she shows up—even her earrings are black. And you can tell she picked them to match. Awwwwful. Thank God she didn’t try coming over to us. Stood a bit further off. Afterwards when we were leaving, I said to Mama: “Well, we should probably go say hi at least,” but she was like: “What’s your problem?” Afterwards I thought: yeah, what is my problem? This one time, I ran into her at the train station, like literally bumped into her—and I just walked past, like right through her, so what’s with me now? And you know, she’s only like five years older than me, but she has these little wrinkles already, you can see them even with the sunglasses. And she got so skinny, I mean, she looks like a herring. So we were leaving, but Lena keeps turning around, and then she’s like: “She’s still standing there, you know.” Mama says: “She didn’t have to come, not like anyone wants her here!” And Lena says: “We didn’t have to come either, Mama,” and Mama’s like: “I’m the one who didn’t have to come, my dear, but he was your father, got it? When he left us for her he was your father, and after he left her he was still your father.” I kicked Lena—like, what’s your problem? But she thought I was trying to get her to look back over there. Lena turned around, I did too—and she was just standing over there like she’s frozen. Then all of a sudden she starts waving her arms around! I think, what’s going on? And then I figure it out: she was trying to walk off, but her heels got stuck. I bet it’s hard to stand on your tiptoes for half an hour.
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For Ira

—…these aren’t just any old ruins, let me tell you. This is a German airfield, they were flying out of here to defend the city during those very last few days, the hopeless ones. This here is a bomber hangar. And over there, that was the barracks, there’s some stuff written on the walls there. See these concrete slabs, they go all the way down to the water—they’re all broken now, of course, but back then the German “amphibians” would drive out of the hangar on them. Come on, I’ll take you up to the roof, the stairs are fine, there’s just no railing. But the roof holds, just don’t step in any of the holes, otherwise the roof is totally solid. Every year on the twenty-third of February I come out here with this one band I know and we dance barefoot.
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For S.K.

—…by the way, last time your phone didn’t turn off and I sat there for five minutes listening to you walking through the snow. Clop, clop, clop. I almost started crying.
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For Nelly

—…Ira couldn’t stop sneezing, it was just awful. She was like: “Mama, you’ve lost it, this stuff has probably been in this cupboard for twenty-five years, it’s practically dust now! It’s not even red anymore, just some kind of sky-blue pink, you can’t even tell whether it’s crepe-de-chine or some old sack! Let’s toss it!” But there’s a lot left! Back then Lena and I sewed so much out of that piece, we sewed and sewed, and, you know, we would walk back and forth, back and forth in front of Dom Knigi, and everyone would look at us.
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—…a little dog running along, very dirty, but with these little pink see-through ears. And right then I thought: God, who knows, maybe I should have had that baby.
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—…where are you all going, come on, don’t walk! Don’t you see the stoplight? It’s a red light and you’re crossing! There was a guy before who tried this. And where do you think you’re going, young man? Don’t cross! They all stopped, but you’re walking, and now the cars on that side are going! They’re going to start turning, and you’ll start walking and you’ll only make it halfway across! There was a guy before who walked on red. Come on, lady, where do you think you’re going? Those cars are about to turn left now, you’ve been waiting all this time, you just have to wait five more seconds! There was a guy before who tried going across and look how that ended! I told her, don’t marry him, he’s an idiot! But she says: “He’s not an idiot!” And I say: “No, he’s an idiot!” And she says: “No, he’s not!” But does anyone listen to me? You’re not listening either, well go ahead, go ahead, you’ll all see each other in hell!
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—…the worst nightmare of my life. Ever. I almost died. I was an observer, watching everything from the outside, which is obviously even scarier. It wasn’t a cartoon, but you know, a pretty abstract narrative. There was a little girl and boy cutting each other up with knives and eating each other. So fucking terrifying. And plus, that part was totally not abstract—there’s blood, it’s horribly painful, they’re screaming, and I can feel fucking everything. And they’re stuffing pieces into their mouths…I mean. And at some point the little girl tears one of the little boy’s eyes out and shoves it in her mouth. Blood, all that. And she can’t swallow it, she’s trying and she can’t, and that eye is rolling around inside her mouth. Chriiist almighty! And I—I mean, he, but I was like his eye—with this eye of his he can finally see what’s inside her head. And her whole head, it turns out, is stuffed with these…like these little bits of paper, totally crammed full. And you know what’s on the bits of paper? “Wilhelmina von Düsseldorf,” “Frederique le Perrois-Roger,” “Jasmine Laclement”…And those are all the names she would have had if she were a countess and married to a prince.
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—…because the Lord will make any wish come true, if your intentions are pure. Grandma taught me—you always have to wish good things for people, even if something is going on, no matter what. It works, for real. Like for instance when that bitch said I was pale ’cause I’m a junkie I decided: no, I’m not going to, you know. I’m just not going to. So what did I do? That evening I prayed real hard, I said: “Lord! Grant good health to all my friends and acquaintances!” And the next morning that bitch fell down the stairs and kicked the bucket for real.
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—…at first I was ready to kill myself and be done with it, but then more and more time passed, and I figured out so much…Now it seems wrong to even admit it, I know it’s wrong, but I’m telling you: I never really loved her. Don’t look at me like that, I’m drunk, let me talk. I didn’t love her, period. Because love—do you know what it means to love? My dad got hit by a car when I was six. He and my mother used to fight like you wouldn’t believe. The things he would pull…He would throw us out and they would scream and he would make off with our stuff, you name it. And lay into her sometimes…He would drive her to the point of…It was awful. So when they carried him in from the street, people standing around, all that—and Mama was screaming: “You finally croaked, asshole! You finally croaked, asshole!” And kicking him, kicking…But she’s soooobbing. Just sooobbing. And I understood everything, whatever you might think, I was six, but I understood already. And I’ve never had a love like that. Before all this…happened, I didn’t even realize.
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For S.B.

—…worse than family. Do you know, for instance, that there are Germans who decided to become Jews? They do the whole giyur wear kippah, the whole nine yards. It’s usually the ones whose grandpas really distinguished themselves. And everyone who knows about this oohs and ahs about how it’s such a complex and delicate decision, a burden, a partisan-type heroism. But then I heard this one classic story. One of these Germans found out about the Holocaust when he was seventeen, blah blah, his grandpa was a real big shot, Nuremburg was made for guys like him, and so on and so forth. So this German at seventeen got in so deep that he completely stopped talking to his grandparents and basically dropped out of the family entirely, lived somewhere at the ends of the earth, studied the history of the Jewish people, then the Torah, then something else too, so basically he went through the whole giyur. Put on a kippah, got married, had kids. So then his rabbi tells him: move to Jerusalem. Like, acquiring roots, until you’ve moved there, the process can’t be complete. He had wanted to go for a while anyway, he was that deep into it. Took the kids, left, he was so crazy about all of it, wanted to see everything, I mean wanted to sniff every little clod of promised land. He begged his wife and she let him take a week off, so he rode off on his motorcycle, he went all over. So basically, he rides out into the territories, he doesn’t know the area. And out there you have those young freedom-fighting types with stones. They’re closing in on him, closing in…And he realizes that his goose is cooked, ’cause it doesn’t matter how loud he yells, they’ll kill and bury him and sell his motorcycle for parts, no one’ll ever even find his body. He lifts up his visor and says: “I’m not a Jew, I’m a German.” They’re yelling at him, they don’t understand, one of them gets him with a stone in the leg. Then some kind of grownup comes out, seems to speak a little English. And our guy’s like: “I’m a German! German!” But he can’t take off his helmet, he’s got his kippah on. The other guy’s like: take off your helmet right now! And he says: “I can’t, what if one of your kids here throws a rock at my head?” And the guy smirks and says: “No, you’re a Jew. Only Jews are that cowardly.” And lets him go. So he rides off. Fucked up, right? Wouldn’t want to be that guy. And you go saying there’s nothing worse than family. Ha.
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—…and everything’s so…unbearable. Because it all has to do with real people. So, we were at Fanailova’s reading, just sitting there, and then in the middle of everything some guy announces loudly, you know…“I’m going outside to smoke!” And the whole room was hissing at him: “Shhhhh! Quiiiieet!” But his wife was like: “Put on your coooat! Put on your cooooat!”
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For Sasha Barash

—…it seemed like a bad idea from the very beginning, but the package said: “remove the animal out and take further action at your discretion.” I hadn’t even thought about my discretion. Well, I’ll just let it go, for instance. If I was living by myself, I’d just live and let live, but when your kid’s a year old, and they’re running around, the food, etc. So we bought it. It’s like this box, inside it’s all sticky, like flypaper, that paper that catches flies, anti-fly paper—but thicker. I touched it. Lena said, “Don’t stick your finger in”—and I really did have a hard time unsticking it. Really strong stuff. And so put it out for the night, went to bed. I think Lena was sleeping, but I couldn’t sleep for some reason. I was thinking—there are apples in the kitchen, it’s hot, I should put the apples in the fridge or there’ll be kvetching in the morning. So I get up and even had forgotten about that thing, and then I hear this—“Eeeee! Eeeeee! Eeee!” And I stand there like in the movies, by the wall, my heart’s going boom-boom! and I’m afraid to turn the corner. Like who knows what might be there. I’m standing there wet as a drowned rat. What is this, I’m thinking, I’m forty years old! I go in and there it is. It had this cardboard lid, I lift it and there it is, backed up against the side, one paw lifted and three stuck to the floor. And everything inside is covered in fur and blood, and it’s all bloody too. I started screaming. Then Lena came running and I said: “I can’t pick it up,” and she picked it up, said: hold the bag. We put it into a garbage bag, a white bag, and I carried it out to the garbage bin. And you know how it is in Jerusalem? They keep the garbage bins in this special enclosure, behind a grate. It’s kept locked, so I’m carrying this garbage bag with my arm outstretched and it’s inside there and…It’s screeching. And then I dropped my keys. It stinks to high heaven. I start looking for them but I can’t put the bag down, I’m groping around on the ground with my right hand, and it really smells bad. And suddenly there are headlights on me and a megaphone voice says: “Sir! Don’t move.” I get up really slowly and it’s in there twitching! I move my hand away and they say: “Hands on your head!” Well, this is it, I think, what can I do. I lift the bag over my head, and the mouse rips through it! And falls onto my neck, and then runs down my whole body! I screamed and jumped like you wouldn’t believe! And then behind me: bam-bam-bam! The cop had shot into the air. I kept standing there, she came up behind me and said: “What’s in the bag?” I said: “Nothing, nothing, just blood.” Well, and…What difference does it make how it all ended? The important thing is how it started, you know? Plus, that I dropped those keys…The next morning in the car Lena said to me: “By the way, pigeons have started building nests on the balcony, we have to do something about it.” You see what I mean? You can save that natural selection stuff for your students, I don’t need to hear it.
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—…one of my patients, a cultured woman. I ask her, “You haven’t skipped any doses? You’re certain?” Of course not, she says, I’m completely certain. Then I ask her, “And you didn’t have any additional exposure?” She thinks for a while and then asks, “How is it transmitted? Oral-oral and oral-anal, right?” No, I say, only oral-oral. She thinks some more and then says firmly, “No, in that case there was definitely no additional exposure.”
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—…wait, what are you talking about, driving a car is very important for a woman. It’s freedom, what a feeling…it really helps with stress. Whatever happens, you get behind the wheel and just whoooooshhh…. What a feeling. Like, say you get in a fight with your lover, he’s like: “Blah blah, whatever,” like, “you’re old and I’m twenty!”—and you slam the door—bang! And then you go, get behind the wheel, turn the ignition—and right away, you get that feeling…Just because you’re your own boss. And you can do whatever you want and you’re in charge of this modern, powerful machine.
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For P.

—…what do you think? You know what it’s like for me? Like a justification of my existence in this apartment. Anya’s first husband hung them, I even knew him a little, not well, we saw each other a couple of times. He was a wonderful guy, really, and so handy. He did all this, did you see the shelf? That embossed metalwork in the hallway, the map, the black one, and all that. And he hung these spears too. He brought them back from a dig, he would go on those excavation trips and they would write them off or just give them to him, something like that. Anya says, “I told him let’s put them in the foyer,” but he said, “Noooo, I want it to be more interesting!” He was such a remarkable person, always wanted to make things “more interesting,” wouldn’t know how to do it any other way…So he trimmed them and hung them up. He wasn’t very tall, and my Anya, you can see for yourself, is teeny-weeny. But you see how they get me? Look: bang! Bang! Bang! Eh? Right in the eye! And now just imagine how many years I’ve been walking around here, at night, running to the baby through this hallway, half-asleep, practically sleepwalking—and I didn’t get poked once! For me it’s like a justification, like that I can be in this apartment. Like nothing has changed since yesterday.
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—…haven’t been to a supermarket in ages. You know, that’s where I want to go.
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—…he showed up with flowers. I mean, not the nicest ones, but asters, that’s still nice, right? And you know, we’re eating, talking about this and that—and I can feel, like, you know—it’s all coming together. Just like pieces fitting together, like he says something, then I say something, bang! And I was so, you know, I felt so good, just happy inside. We’re sitting there, he’s ordered ice cream already and he’s already so familiar, like we have three kids already. And right then some chick walks up to the table, alright-looking, bad skin but otherwise OK, but then I didn’t really get a good look. She stands there and says: “Hi, Lyosha.” And I’m all smiley, I’m like: “Hi!”—but she doesn’t even look at me, looks at him and says: “You deaf or something? What, you can’t hear me?” My jaw dropped, but he just stayed sitting there like a statue, staring into his ice cream. She’s like: “Fine, bye then”—turns around and goes back to her table. How d’you like that? I’m like: “Uh, Lyosha, I’m sorry, but who was that? “Oh, nobody,” he says. “She just has the same name as my dog.”
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—…I came up with a story idea. There’s a poet and a critic. The poet runs off with the critic’s wife. And after that the critic drops everything and spends his whole life studying the poet’s work, he can’t stop.
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For M.

—…thank you for taking me, sweetie. It’s not just that I haven’t been to a movie theater in an age, I really did want to see this very movie, I hear about it all the time on TV—“The Chronicles of Narnia, The Chronicles of Narnia,” and I haven’t even read the book. Do you know what this movie is about for me? When I was little they would take me to holiday parties at the Student Palace, and it was so beautiful there, marble and all, and these endless long hallways, endless. Of course I didn’t know then that it was the Potemkin palace, Catherine gave it to Potemkin, no one told us about that back then, it was just so beautiful…And every time, I wanted to go down those hallways so badly! But we weren’t allowed! And it seemed to me that there had to be something there at the end…Something…incredible. So thank you so much for taking me. Because now it’s like I went down those hallways all the way to the end, feels like. And there’s really nothing special there at all.
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—…he’s styling my bangs and talking away as he goes—and he’s this glamorous young man, a real stylist—so he’s prattling on about all sorts of well-bred trivialities entirely appropriate to our discourse, like how young Sofia Rotaru looks. And suddenly he says: “By the by, I grew up with foster parents. My real parents worked a lot and put an ad in the paper: for someone to pick up the kids from school, and we’ll take them on the weekends. One elderly couple responded,” he said, “their thirty-year-old son had just drowned. They were very unusual people. The granddad had lost one arm in the war, but before that he’d dug canals and been in the camps and everything. I don’t really remember much about him. I do remember, he always used to tell me, he had this hoarse voice: ‘Eeegor, if anyone esks you what time is it—ponch ’im upside the chin.’ But why, I don’t know,” he says. And then more blah-blah, blah-blah about bronze highlights in dark blonde hair. I asked him cautiously: “Igor, it was probably his left arm he lost?” “Yes,” said my hairdresser, astonished. “In that case,” I say, “it probably makes sense why he would tell you about people asking the time.” “What do you mean?” said my hairdresser. “Well,” I say, “just think about it—If someone wanted to make a cruel joke…” He looked at me silently in the mirror, then lowered the blow dryer and was like: “Oh wow.” Then he turns the blow dryer back on, then puts it down on the little table, walks off and sits down on a stool. “Just give me a second,” he says. “I have to think about this.”
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For V.

—…my son’s a sniper, he was in Al-Amin at the time, when there was that whole business with the little boy getting shot. Well, he was wounded later, but they saved the leg. And I got married then, she’s a year younger than my son, a Russian girl. And so then she says to me: “I won’t live in the same house with him, he has the eyes of a killer.” She says: “My papa was in the war too, but he never killed anybody.” Over and over again: “Papa never killed anybody, Papa never killed anybody.” Listen, I say, your papa is three years younger than me and it’s not like I’m a hundred years old—which war was this that he was in? And she says: “None of your goddamn business. The right one.”
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—…I just bought season tickets to the opera. I’m going to live the normal life of a single person.
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For O.

—…I do the same thing myself, but for girls it’s their God-given right. That’s true across the board, not just on the road. But like when I have to get all the way over on a six-lane highway, for instance, I start repeating like a mantra: “I’m a girl and I need to. I’m a girl and I need to.” And it always works, it’s really just God-given, like I said.
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—…it was back in high school, we climbed up on the roof, two girls and two boys. So we’re sitting there, nothing to talk about, we were throwing pebbles down, there were these pebbles up there, construction stuff. Then one of the boys threw down a brick. It flew right by these two guys, barely missed ’em. They didn’t waste any time, climbed up to the roof and clobbered our boys. And they said to me and Tonya: “Girls, why are you hanging out with these guys?” But those boys actually—one with a split lip and the other with his kidneys all smashed in, for real—they walked us home afterwards. It was really nice.
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For T.

—…I’m playing like crazy, I totally can’t help it, like, I’m not sleeping or eating, not going to class, nothing, it’s nuts. There was just one day I didn’t play, when their server went down, God it was awful, I really didn’t know what to do with myself, just waited around. It’s a hell of a game, half the department plays. You have to have a team, we put one together—two girls and two boys. The boys are like super macho, we kind of hang back behind them. Like me, for instance, I can’t get hit, I’m a sorceress, if you hit me I just lose a bunch of my magic percentage, and the other girl can’t get hit either, she has this enormous intellect but very little health, she can only take like two or three hits over the whole time because she takes a long time to regenerate. So we have our boys, like “rawr!” and we’re like “oh my!” One of the boys is like twelve, he lives in Novosibirsk, and the other one’s thirteen, don’t know where he’s from. The girls are me and this other woman, she’s thirty-seven, her daughter died a year ago, she really can’t do anything besides this.
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—…for some reason I don’t feel like selling anything at all today, don’t feel like anything, they’re gonna fire me. I just don’t get it, lately I don’t even have the energy to get up in the morning, everything’s so horrible, I’m so depressed. Don’t want to do my makeup, don’t want to do my nails. I stand at the counter and feel sick even. Like there’s no reason to wake up in the morning. I just don’t understand what’s going on. I never felt like this back in school.
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—…they were saying the worst shit about you behind your back! That you’re pregnant, married, and you have a three-year-old! Can you believe it? The bastards!
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—…we’re nice, middle-aged people, you see, the whole situation is really complicated. We started this thing nine years ago just so people could relax, take a break, so that everyone could enjoy themselves. Back then everyone was officially unmarried, well, almost everyone. Our girls were spectacular, really something…Wonderful. And the guys too, everyone was on the same page. We get together once a week at my place, I have a two-story apartment, a huge Jacuzzi, it’s a really nice spot. You and Natasha should really come, seriously, I would be really happy if you came—even though it’s not how we do things, you understand, we don’t invite guests. But seriously, I really want you to consider it. We need for some new people to start coming, little by little—but no, we’re very picky, very very picky, it’s a whole process, I won’t even get into it right now, right now it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we need new people—like nice normal people, like you and Natasha. Because over nine years things have just kind of settled into the current situation, all we have is the name—“swingers’ club”—but actually, you know, no one even gets into the Jacuzzi. We have a drink, settle down in the kitchen and sit there late into the night talking about our kids. And that’s sure not what we started it for.
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—…stop freaking out! Stop freaking out! All right, look right here, look at me! At me! Good. Picture her standing here in front of you. Picture it, Marina! Come on! OK, now imagine yourself saying to her: “What do you think you’re doing here, huh?” Repeat after me, I’m her, come on: “Just what do you think you’re doing?!” Good. Now say: “Just look at yourself, you old bag, empty-headed shitbag with fried hair!” No, say the whole thing: “…fried hair!” Dirty mop! Good! Look at me, I’m her! Now say: “You’re pathetic, you’re a miserable animal! You’re fifty years old already and can’t earn enough to buy yourself decent shoes, you’re a fossil with a pathetic salary! You’ve sat out your whole life in that dead-end department of yours!” OK, “shitty department”—“sat out your whole life in that shitty department of yours, you have some pitiful dull fuckwit of a husband, you, I mean, you don’t exist!” OK, but keep looking at me, not the ceiling. And say: “You’re not here at all, you don’t exist, you lifeless insect, you don’t exist! You don’t!” You don’t! You don’t! There. Now look at me, I’m her. Do you feel like shit? That’s right. Because now you are shit. But you didn’t say all that to her, right? You didn’t. Whatever, so you said to her: “Don’t scream at the students.” That’s hardly a reason to feel like shit, you know.
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—…I’m coming out of the bank and he’s coming in. I go left, he goes left, I go right, he goes right, you know how it works—we can’t get away from each other. I go left again, and he goes left, I go right, he does too…And then he suddenly stops. He stops, closes his eyes—and he waves his hands around at me like a magician and says: “Shoooo! Shoooo! Shoooooo!” I couldn’t believe it, walked around him carefully, thinking: “What a psycho!” But then as I’m going along I think: you know, that’s the way to do it.
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For B.

—…I’ll tell you a story that is totally St. Petersburg. I don’t know why Petersburg, I mean it happened in Prague, but it’s really just so Petersburg. I went with Katya, she was twelve at the time, me and Ira had just gotten divorced and the kid was all agitated. I mean, our breakup was actually pretty fine, but there had still been, you know, stuff. But I said to her, how about I take a vacation, take Katya to Prague. So we went. The first night, around eleven, I put her to bed and went out to walk around the city, and suddenly I have this thought: here I am, divorced already, and my whole life I’ve never been with a prostitute. Well, and here I am in Prague, everyone’s partying, I decided—well, I’d better do it. And this is where the story goes totally St. Petersburg. So I set off, there’s this one street, you know, hot girls standing around in fishnets and miniskirts…And somehow I just can’t bring myself to do it. And Katya’s back there at the hotel sleeping, and I start getting all nervous: like what if she wakes up—maybe feels sick—and I’m not there, and she’s all sick without me. I look at my watch: eleven-thirty—OK, I think, one more hour and then back home. I’m already bugging out, I’m walking past the girls and saying: the next one!—and then again: no, that one’s no good! And again and again and the clock’s ticking, and I’m already getting sick of it…And then, walking towards me, I see this—well, old mama. Knee-high to a grasshopper, probably fifty years old, carrying this massive walking stick! Don’t snicker, I’m not kidding, she seriously had a crutch. All tarted up…And she winks at me. And then, you won’t believe it, I find myself walking towards her! And I’m like: “How much?” Thinking all the while: “You’ve lost it!” She says: “A hundred dollars.” A hundred bucks! And I don’t even know why, I go and blurt out: “Let’s go.” And then things really got going…She leads me through some courtyards, into a totally Petersburg doorway, I swear, it smells like some sort of meat cooking, a stairwell, the light bulb smashed…I’m walking along and all I can think is: fuck, I’m turning around right now, I’m turning around right now—but that’d be bad, I came all this way! I look at my watch, it’s five to midnight and I’m still twenty minutes from the hotel, Katya’s alone, I feel all shaky…So basically, we go into an apartment, and there in the kitchen! There’s big burly guys! Drinking! Vodka! See what I mean? All that was missing were paintings of hunting scenes, for chrissakes. I say to her, no, there’s guys here, I’m leaving, but she drags me into the bedroom—it’s a one-bedroom apartment!—this bed with no sheets, pure Dostoevsky, it stinks…And she says: “Well, take off your clothes!” And then, I don’t even know what happened. I started unbuttoning my pants and all of a sudden I came. She looks at me and I look at her, and she says: fifty, and I’m like: “Whatever, here, take the hundred”—shoved the hundred in her hand and took off! So at twelve twenty-eight, right, I ran into the hotel, Katya was sleeping…So here’s the point: Christ, I felt so good! So peaceful, so happy, I mean, it was the best. Afterwards, of course, I had other prostitutes, but it was never like that again.
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—…likable people. His wife, by the way, is almost Romanian, but her granddad’s buried in a mound on our side.
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—…me and Natasha are walking around the ponds at Chistye Prudy, like, just strolling. This lady walks by, nice-looking, comes up: “Hey, girls, do you have a lighter?” I give her the lighter from my pocket, I’m getting it out, giving it to her, and she’s like: “Thanks,” lights up. Then it hits me, I’m like: “Whoa, how did you guess that we smoke?” She gives me the lighter back and is like: “Probably same as how your mama guessed.” And took off, I mean, she left, and Natasha screams after her: “Go to hell! You snake, I’m not coming home at all today!”—crazy, right, like I’m never coming home, and she yelled something else too: “Go to hell, trying to follow me around, I’m not coming home at all!”—like, screw you, right. And she’s standing there shaking, like there’s tears running down her face, I say: “Wow, holy crap,” and she’s like: “Whatever, fuck her!” like, let’s go, come on. What are you dragging me for, I say, where do you want us to go, what are we even doing, I’m going home, I totally said I’d be home by now.
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—…I spilled tea in the bed. A warm wet spot. I thought, screw it, went to sleep lying down like kind of around the spot; fifteen minutes later I woke up sobbing, can’t remember what I dreamed.
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—…There’s nothing worse than Israeli men. I mean, I travel a lot, right? Well, so some places they’re one way, some places another, but Israeli men—that’s just some irredeemable, barefaced fuckery. A month ago, in Paris, I’m going along in a piss-poor mood, it had gotten really hot all of a sudden, I’m schlepping to the hotel, been on my feet all day long. And it’s hot, all the cafés have their tables set up outside. So I’m walking by, right, and suddenly I hear someone saying behind me: “Eizu rusia kusit!” I don’t know how to translate it, I mean basically it’s like a dirty compliment, but the point is, it has “Russian woman” in it. Like, look at that Russian, you know. That is, he saw that I was Russian, well, fine, but this isn’t home in Tel Aviv, it’s in Paris for crying out loud—that is, they just, he and his little friend he was talking to—they really had no idea that I understand Hebrew. They were such pigs, I can’t even tell you. I mean they weren’t even hoping that I would understand, it wasn’t an attempt to make a connection—they were just being pigs, just pigs, total pigs. And so I’m walking along, and it was hot already to begin with, and I’m so fucking pissed, and I think: you really don’t see that anywhere else in the world, well, maybe among savages, but this is supposedly a civilized country, look at the export numbers. And I keep walking and thinking: I mean, it’s just shameful, it makes me personally ashamed for my country, you know? I keep going and I think: dammit, I’m thirty-two, I’m running around, all frazzled, in my old jeans, no heels, no makeup, my hair’s a rat’s nest, wearing glasses—and I get people saying “Eizu rusia kusit!” behind my back. Oh, thank you God, thank you, thank you, thank you thank you thank you!
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—…we have a family tradition—doing idiotic deeds for absolutely no personal benefit. For instance, my grandfather was the first Gypsy in history to die in a plane crash.
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For Tigger

—…we get some interesting class-related scenes in the ward as well. Like for instance we have this girl in with us, real positive, cheerful, with a giant black eye. And every day she sits down and puts on mascara for half an hour. Layer after layer, piles it on and on, makes them gigaaaantic, so thick. Then she’ll do her mouth up with bright red lipstick and go out to the bench to smoke. With her black eye and lashes. Same thing every day. Yesterday I went down—I think someone came to check on me—she’s sitting there flicking her flip-flop. She says: “Well, don’t I look pretty?” And I think to myself: “Uh-huh, just like a salesgirl!” I mean, I didn’t say that, of course. I went three more steps, something keeps running through my head, and then—bang!—I remembered: damn, she is a salesgirl. We have this old lady, too, she says—they’re giving us cheap pills, they’re bitter, probably made of wormwood.
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—…because all of this is a chain of unforgivable crimes we’ve committed against each other.
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—…I don’t go to class reunions so as not to fall into pride. Otherwise you always come out of there feeling, well, a decent person isn’t supposed to experience that kind of feeling. Like, the majority of them are living these lives, like, even Google isn’t looking for them.
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—…don’t get distracted by bullshit, Pasha. You’re always getting distracted by bullshit. Me too, this one time I saw this lady, just some stranger, but then I looked closer and I knew her, she used to work in my office, it was just a bad angle and she’d cut her hair, you know, a bob, she’s got a bob now. I adjust the sight a bit, look again: well, she’s changed, of course, time takes its toll. She was eating something. I zoom in again: popcorn. She’s walking down the street eating popcorn, where’d she get it? I even got kind of hung up on it: where’d she get the popcorn? I started picturing it: that’s really something, she gets a craving for popcorn, goes into a popcorn, I mean a movie theater, she goes into a movie theater, like, buys popcorn and leaves so she can eat it on the go. I could picture the whole thing, and she was always like that, stubborn as a mule. She was walking across the square and eating. I followed her to the corner, focused the sight again, she’s got a ring on. See how distracted I got? I got that distracted, and they’re talking in my ear: “Mr. Blue, what’s the delay, Mr. Blue, are you working or what?” And the guy had taken off while I was distracted. I got him, of course, but you see, sometimes you get distracted by some bullshit and then you walk around all pissed off for two days afterward.
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—…what’s it like in Dagestan? In Dagestan you take a funnel and walk and walk until the water doesn’t go in a circle at all anymore—that’s where the equator is. They have different constellations there, it’s the southern hemisphere, after all; and grapes, pineapples, figs, and gingerbread too, and these enormous birds, and forests, waterfalls, ice cream, girls, dwarves too, and penguins. You should really try to stay awhile, sonny.
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For K.R.

—…I said, can you give me something to put on. He gave me one of his t-shirts, thin material, really soft. Then he went into the closet and said, “You want pants too?” I said, “Sure.” He comes out wearing these like soft brown sweatpants, and gives me another pair of the same kind, and goes to take a shower. I pulled on the pants, they were so soft, and I’m standing there kind of tripping on them and I heard him turn the water on, and then he suddenly comes back out and says, “OK, no way, matching pants is just too much, I can’t do it.” He took those away and gave me a different pair.
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—…What a life we had, Natasha! I remember this one time, I called him up and he was in the supermarket, and I said to him: “Buy that bread with holes and the black cheese.” Meaning, sodium-free bread and truffled cheese.
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—…What did I learn from that relationship? What I learned is that the corner of a pillow can leave a bruise.
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—…how do you say “nails” in Hebrew? Like, all those nails, nuts and bolts, all that shrapnel?
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For T.

—…I don’t know what to tell you about therapists. Like I had this thing, right? I started waking up with my head in the wrong direction. I would fall asleep normally, but then I’d wake up with my feet on the pillow. Right away, the therapist says: “Uh-oh.” But I’d already figured it out for myself: I was looking for Zhenya in my sleep. I’d slept next to him for so many years, and now I’m alone in the bed. And so all night long I’m trying to put my arm around him, like reaching to the left—and turning a little bit in my sleep. Then I reach again, turn a little bit further, and then I wake up with my feet on the pillow. I got so fucking sick of it. Said to myself: you’re just doing a crappy job looking for him! Don’t give up, keep on looking! What’re you giving up for! And that was all it took, now I wake up normally again.
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—…we actually support the idea that you can talk to children about absolutely everything, about illness, about war, as long as you’re positive about it. Like, we talk to Kusya a lot about the Second World War, but for instance, at the end we always say that all the legs and arms that got blown off came back home to the soldiers afterwards.
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—…friends and other loved ones! And Mama! I invited you all to come to this restaurant, this excellent restaurant, because I have a story that’s connected to this place. And I want to share it with you now. Do you see the little hutch there at the end of the veranda? Usually that hutch is for rabbits. But not because of what you might think—wait a sec, wait a sec!—the rabbits are just there so that the guests can pet and feed them. And there’s this special hay kept beside the hutch for feeding them. But right now there aren’t any rabbits there. But it’s not what you think—let me finish, quit giggling!—it’s because right now they’re detoxing the rabbits. That’s right: the restaurant guests fed the rabbits so much, they got overfed, and now they’ve been taken away: they’re on a diet and detox regimen. You get it, right? At the restaurant, everyone fed the rabbits so much they got overfed, and now they’ve put the rabbits on a diet, and then they’ll bring them back to live here again in peace and happiness, and to eat more hay. Because right now in our country we are living in this wonderful time of peace. So listen: I brought you to this particular restaurant very symbolically, because this is my dearest wish: that our parents get to live out their lives without ever having to experience war.
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—…I have this friend who’s a Protestant. Me, I’m a boxer, I got into it on the train—the dude was getting beat by some hoods, I stepped in, and I got stabbed, look, I have this hole here, like a cavity. My wife yelled at me afterwards: “Why’d you get involved?” She loves me. I said: “How can you say that, you should be proud, you have a real man!” And I didn’t hit her. Vitalik, he’s an important guy, one of the top Protestants in Moscow, I went over to see him and he said: “Pray with me.” Got down on his knees. But I can’t do knees. I mean, I’m wearing a hundred twenty-six grams of gold, see, bracelets, this ring—and I drive around the city like this, at night too, and nobody’s ever even touched me, you know? No one’s ever lifted a finger. That’s how tough I am. So Vitalik says: “That’s fine, just stand then, but just repeat after me word for word, we have the same Bible, after all.” I have this one woman, Tonya, Little Tonya, she’s Korean. She got me into “Amway”—it means “American Way”—she got me in with them, brought me over there. People say to me, “Ew, America!” But what is Amway really? Like, there was this ad: “Then we’ll come to you!”—and they wouldn’t say something like that in Europe, something so direct, they like to reel you in. That’s how Amway works, you know? I’m not just giving you detergent, I’m reeling you in, I give you a sample and say: “I’m not going to tell you anything, try it yourself, you’ll see.” Like, you think I’m just selling detergent? I’m on a mission: I’m using this good product and educating my friends, I’m teaching them something good. I tell them: try it for yourselves, read about it for yourself, don’t let anyone blow smoke. And then I teach them how to properly represent the company, too, I don’t need people with those crappy plaid shopping bags who ride the trains, I ride the same damn trains, I’m a boxer, too, believe you me, the shit that goes down there…My wife, her brother, he was a priest. He rode those trains all the time…I don’t care if people say this is women’s work, for a dude to be talking about makeup. I couldn’t care less. That’s what Koreans say, it’s a Korean saying. I showed my knife right away, it was that kind of conversation. The point was: the main thing is to try to be good. To do your work well, day after day. And not “Then we’ll come to you!” What kind of a scam are they trying to pull? Let people take a sample, let them read it all themselves. Like me, I drive a foreign car, because I do my job well. I have to turn my phone off ’cause so many people want to drive around with me. I work nights and days, my wife yells—it’s ’cause she loves me, she misses me. But I tell her: “You should be proud of me, bitch, I’m a boxer, I’m wearing a hundred and twenty-six grams of gold, I’m not just driving a cab, this isn’t just detergent—I’m on a mission. I’m teaching people good things. Lots of people are jealous.” Protestants don’t have that envy. Not for my gold, or anything else. This woman, Little Tonya, Tonya’s her name, she brought me to Vitalik, he’s the number one Protestant in Moscow. I can’t kiss a priest’s hand, he’s just a guy like me, right. But Vitalik got me. “You,” he said, “you don’t have to get on your knees, that doesn’t matter. The main thing is,” he said, “repeat after me, word for word.”
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—…had to buy a couple of diamond pendants so I could wear them with something simple.
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—…looking for a woman the way you’re doing it, Sergei—you’re doomed. The kids’ll ask you: “Where did you and Mama meet?” And what’ll you say? “At karaoke”? I recommend only doing it through mutual friends. Then, like, if you leave her—somebody remembers some detail about you, they can tell her later, tell the kids. A human drama is under way and you’re not just a blank spot.
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—…turns out when I was little my parents taught me how to play Mortal Kombat, strip poker and the first “Prince of Persia” on the computer, because the nanny dumped me when I was four months old and from that point on they had to figure out some way of systematically tuning me out.
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—…remember that strange little girl, who wouldn’t nod or smile? So get this, that was Brezhnev’s daughter. And the little one was Brezhnev’s granddaughter, Brezhnev’s daughter and granddaughter. I said: “Thank you, but I don’t want to see this stuff, I don’t need this, I didn’t ask for any of this.” Why did they make me dream it? I guess they just didn’t have a choice.
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—…everyone knows how to talk big, but it’s really hard to get a brand going in developing markets. A whole lot depends on everyone’s concrete participation, on turning the situation to your advantage. Like us, we’re moving vodka from Iran into Iraq. It’s a nightmare. Most of our stuff is in Russia, but for that region production is concentrated in Iran. And so at first we had two couriers, former mountaineers. They’d take backpacks, pack the bottles and take off on foot, making their way through. But one of them got blown up, there’s minefields, you know, and the other one still got shot, in the end. So now we have a donkey doing it. He’s so smart, such a cutie, does it all himself without anybody else. He goes along the path between the minefields, clip-clop, gets there all by himself and comes back all by himself. You know how much we love him? We adore him. Treat him like a king.
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—…complain about my kids, but sometimes I just can’t help it. It can really hurt. We raised them as equals, well, like everybody does now—with respect, we spoke politely, didn’t order them around. But that comes with some big minuses. Because they also respond to you as equals, that is, they can just ignore you, they can just be cold. That hurts, of course. ’Cause you think that actually it’s not just that you’re equals, but that you’re equals plus something else, plus some special something that doesn’t need to be explained. And that’s how it really is! But not always. And then it’s really hard. I didn’t order them around, I never dragged anybody out of bed, I didn’t even say: “Hop to it!” I just said in a calm voice: “Boys, Mama doesn’t feel good, who wants to go to the store to get Mama some beer?” And nothing happened. That kind of thing really hurts, of course.
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—…What could I possibly pass on? I don’t expect anything from myself anymore. Not counting on it. Two days ago I turned on the TV and saw my father playing some asshole in a series. And even there, someone came up and popped him—and there he goes, sliding down the wall.
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—…fish, something else expensive. And like always, he takes out his card to pay for all three of us. And I said: “How about I pay this time?” Because no matter how rich he is, this isn’t the first time I’m having dinner with him, and he pays every time—it’s awkward. I said: “Let me get it?” He’s like: “No, no,” and so on. And he leaves his card, kisses her or whatever and goes to the bathroom. And then she started looking at me all intently and asked: “What, are you sweating it that he’s paying?” “Well, yeah,” I said, “of course I’m sweating it.” And then she leans across the table, squeezes my wrist and says really quietly: “Well, don’t.”
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—…it’s so light there, so peaceful, and beautiful, like in an airport.
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—…I’m not superstitious, but some things are sacred. Lying about your child’s health is going too far. When I don’t want to visit my mom, I tell her: “Mama, Sonya doesn’t feel like coming over!” And then I explain to Sonya why she doesn’t want to visit grandma. And that’s it, no big deal.
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For Т.

—…maybe when they name their cat Smokey or Tiger they really feel like they’ve come up with something cool, really funny. You know, like if I name my fridge Al or call the piano Edward. But then I think: maybe this is pride. Maybe they’re naming their cat that ironically, and it’s really funny. And that’s how I keep myself in check.

[image: image]

—…a dreary schmuck isn’t someone who constantly thinks about death; it’s someone who always has it in the back of their mind. And that’s what he’s like, unfortunately. Let me tell you. We were at The Papas, having something to eat, and then Rita started talking about how she’s part of the last generation of Jewish women who know how to feed a family of three for three days on one chicken. That her grandma taught her, and her mother knew how, and Rita knows how too, but it’s already lost on the younger generation. Everyone was like: “Tell us, tell us!” And I can tell you too, why not: first you take out the giblets, you skin the chicken, then cut off the fat. You boil the neck, wings, and butt, and make a noodle soup with the broth, and with the skin you make gefilte gelzele with rice and fried onions, and that’s a dinner and a half. Everyone was like: “Awesome, wow, Rita, your grandma was so thrifty!” “And then,” Rita said, “Grandma would cut up the chicken so that there’d be roast chicken and potatoes for two more main courses, but she’d boil the breast and slice it thin to have on sandwiches in the morning!” And everyone was just hanging on her every word, like a thriller. Only I can see that our Lyosha is looking all pissy. “That’s nothing,” Rita kept going, “you take the giblets and fry them in the schmaltz, mash them with onion, salt, and flour, and spread that on bread for supper!” Everyone was like: “Rita, can you make it for us, we’re drooling, this is so cool, we could film it, make a video, etc.” Rita was like: “Yeah, yeah, good idea, in memory of my grandma, let’s do it!” And right then Lyosha announces in this icy tone: “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” And everything went totally quiet, right…Somebody asked: “Lyosha, what’s the deal?” “The deal is,” he said, “that your grandma didn’t love her family, Rita.” Rita’s jaw drops, she was like: “Wha…?” And Lyosha said: “If she’d loved them, first she would’ve cut off the legs and fried them up right away: one for her husband, one for her kid!” So now you tell me: why would I need a person who thinks like that at my wedding?
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For D.N.

—…last Tuesday I was walking home from work when this kid stopped me, like maybe ten years old, and asked if he could make a call from my phone, because he’d run out of minutes on his. I dialed the number for him and held on to his sweatshirt hood with a death grip the whole time he was talking. I’m going to hell for this and when I get there I’ll keep doing the same thing.
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—…volunteering, it was right before Christmas, our congregation’s small, about sixty people, but only like eight or so really active types. Well, and if you count this one girl—she kinda runs hot and cold—then it’s, like, nine. Our priest says: “How much did we get in donations?” Like five thousand rubles. Well, maybe someone else gives three thousand, so something like ten. But we have to divvy it up among like fifteen families, at the very least. And he says: “No, not like that, let’s do it how they do in America: we’ll stand out in front of the supermarket”—this one’s run by Armenians, good guys, we set it all up already, they’re like: “Yeah, yeah, great idea”—and we’ll tell people we just need basic groceries: canned goods, crackers, shelf-stable milk is good, that sort of thing. And they’re already shopping for themselves, they can just grab something extra. We set up these crates, printed out labels for them and got to work. And people really went for it, that one girl was saying: “You’re nuts, you know what folks are like, they’ll think we’re stealing the food for ourselves.” But no, they really went for it, like: “Sure, yeah.” And some of them even started putting in vodka, “like, they’re people too, they should get to celebrate too.” They put all kinds of stuff in there, lots of cookies, like cheap ones, but nice ones too, with chocolate and other stuff too. Chocolates too, the kind sold in bags, but quality ones. There was even this one insanely expensive box, like this red box with golden, like, those little Mozart bonbons. Really classy. People put in dried fruit, all kinds of nuts, beer snacks. And it wasn’t just members of the congregation, it was like all the shoppers, they’d ask about our church, we gave them flyers. Like, what an adrenaline rush. The owner of the place even came, the Armenian, and we were like: “You should do this for yourselves at Easter,” he was like: “No, we get a good amount in donations,” but still, like, props to you guys. So at two a.m. we brought six full boxes to the priest. Six! We had only planned for three and had to run out for more, plus the Armenians gave us some plastic crates. We started dividing it up into bags, should’ve been really wiped, but the adrenaline was still there, wow. And I grabbed that box of Mozart balls and it spilled out all over me, it was open. I picked it all up and carefully put everything back in place, but there’s empties—two of them were missing. Like, there’s ten little wells and only eight bonbons. We started taking everything out of the crate—but they hadn’t fallen out, there was nothing there. Like, the person who put it in had eaten two of them. So then I took the box—I don’t even know why—and I threw it, like hurling a plate: smash! Right at the wall. The priest was like: “What are you doing, what’s your problem!” and scrambled to pick it up. “We’ll take them out of the box,” he said, “put ’em in a bag, make it look nice, what’s your problem?” Like, this person didn’t eat eight of them, gave them away. Well, so our girls did it up, made a nice cone out of red paper, put them in there, tied it up with a gold ribbon, it looked fine. But fuck, man, let me tell you: have you seen those bonbons? Each one’s like the size of a potato. Well, not a potato, but like…this big. You’d have a hard time getting three of them down. I mean, maybe you could cram a third one in, but that’s pushing it.
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—…I went in there once, what’s it called, “Pennysavers.” No, wait, “Nickels,” it was “Nickels.” Fucking rough in there, like I didn’t recognize a single brand.
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—…he was an OK guy, but obviously, if he caught anybody in the warehouses, he’d sic the dogs on them right away. You can’t run, that’s the worst, you have to drop and cover immediately. They’re scary, these bitches, this one guy had to get his leg amputated right there in the camp, they tore him up so bad. But then they transferred that guy to Berdyansk and this one came. On the third night it was light out and we went to the warehouses, three of us. We were just getting ready to leave when we saw him heading toward us with a dog. We sat there holding our breath. It was some new dog. They’d almost passed us, then the bitch sensed something and went for us. But he couldn’t see us behind the crates, he just saw the direction she was barking and said: “I’ll give you a ten-second head start.” And that dog turned out to be shit, like, she just chewed on me a little, chewed up my back some. But we got him later for that head start.
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—…five-twenty, they repeated it a hundred times afterwards, five-twenty a.m. She woke me up screaming: “The baby’s gone.” He was four months old, like, a little over four months. Well, so that was that, we spent the whole day, like, you can imagine. The baby isn’t in the apartment, right? The police, those, you know, detectives. I thought I was going to die. The things I was thinking about, let me tell you. I don’t want to say it out loud, but you pretty much get the picture, right? So, the police were there all day, of course, obviously they’re interrogating us. Her, me. Anyway. I was crying so fucking hard, I’m telling you, like where you can’t breathe, like “uhhh…. uhhhh.” Sat down in the corner and like rocked back and forth. Went at one of the cops…No, well, like I tried, I took a swing at him. The questions they were asking. As if you aren’t thinking all that stuff yourself. At one in the morning we went into our building, got home. I couldn’t even turn on the lights, you know? Such a wreck. And then she said: “OK, here’s the truth. The baby’s with my aunt. I just wanted to show you that you’re the kind of father where you can take the baby out of the apartment and you don’t even wake up. You see?” I was that kind of father. With the second one, with our daughter, it was better, it was different. I made way more of an effort.
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—…that when Anya calls her phone says ‘Baby Girl’ but when I call it’s just ‘Katya.’

[image: image]

For D.N.

—…it’s not a question of ethics, but of effectiveness. Look, here’s a situation for you. We’re in line for ice cream. There’s a man, OK? Normal-looking, nothing fancy, but normal, with a beard. And he grabs the woman who’s with me and without saying anything slams her head into the corner of the freezer. OK? Just like that—bam!—pushes her head down. Real simple, silently. Because he thinks that she’s a gay boy. Even though she looks basically like Tanya. That’s just an aside, doesn’t really matter. And I’m standing there too. Well, of course, I’m like: “Aaaaahh…aaaaah….” Trying to breathe, what could I do? What am I supposed to do? She’s bleeding, her forehead’s busted, right? And then she turns around and he sees that she’s a girl. And he gets down on his knees and starts crying and saying: “Forgive me, forgive me. For Christ our Lord’s sake, forgive me.” He’s bowing down to the ground, on his knees. And so that’s the situation: what do I do? According to the basic rules I’m supposed to fuck him up. I’m supposed to punch him in the face, in this situation that’s what I’m supposed to do, right? But if you think about it—what’s the point? The man is on his knees sobbing. What’s the point?
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—…was crying, Marina was crying, I was crying, Voloshina had basically dissolved in tears, but Tushevskaya wasn’t crying. She caught the bouquet and when they brought the cake she said: “Oh, give me a big piece, you know, I eat so much and somehow I just can’t gain the weight back!” That’s what Tushevskaya’s like. I think if you’re a widow it still doesn’t give you the right to shit all over people.
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—…that was way back when, I was still at university, but, you know, pretty far along, I was finishing my second year—anyway, the girls came running: “Marina, this puppy’s dying!” So, we dashed down the stairs, they’re sitting by the building, they’d found this puppy, this little pup, like—teeny-weeny, and it’s really cashing out, you could see its eyes rolling back into its head. Its little heart—its heart was like the size of a pea, like half a pea, and you could see it beating under the skin. They were like: “Marina, come on, you give it the shot!” meaning, put a shot of adrenaline right into the heart—but my hands were shaking, what if I miss, or get the dose wrong…So basically I have no idea, I don’t understand how anyone could want to be a veterinarian, you need nerves of steel. I mean, we have to have strong nerves too, but it’s not the same thing as with those teeny-weeny little creatures. So two days after that I dropped out, spent the next year studying at home, and that was it, I switched to medical school. Cut myself some slack.
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For V.

—…not my business, of course, I’m just the driver, you don’t have to answer or anything, but let me tell you: you were just asking someone over the phone: “What for?” or like “Why?” I’m just saying, you don’t have to give me an answer: I know just what you mean. A year ago now I said to myself: “You’ll be thirty-two next year. If a man still has questions at thirty-two, he’s an idiot, a waste of space, he doesn’t deserve to live, no one can live like that.” And I started answering all my questions, posing every question and answering it, for several days, even a week, one after another. “Why are we here?” I thought about it and figured it out. “Why are women”—well, why are they like that and not some other way. Thought about it—figured it out. Then, like: “What does a man owe his children?”—answered it. And now I just turned thirty-two, in September, and I don’t have any more questions, none. Well, I’m not talking about practical questions, those still come up, obviously. But all the questions relating to the soul and not the body—I thought about all of them and figured them out. What are the practical questions? Like, the ones you can answer or not answer, it won’t really change anything, won’t change your soul. Like, here, I had this parrot, and you know, they live a long time. Well, he died, like, he was sitting on my shoulder and all of a sudden I thought he’d flown off, but then I felt his claws on my back—he’d fallen backwards. Well, I even, you know, I even cried. He lived a long time. So I couldn’t throw him out, I put him in a plastic box and buried him at my dacha. So, it’s been years now, and when we have those warm days, you know, like the last ones in the season, when you’re closing up the dacha for the winter, I dig him up and take a look: he hasn’t decomposed. Why hasn’t he decomposed? That’s a practical question. It’s a good question, but a practical one.
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For B.F.

—…I can’t agree with your dad. I’m not sure that you’re supposed to hate a person, even someone who has done very bad things. Really, this is a very old conversation, there’s even a saying: “Love the sinner, hate the sin.” But to put it simply, hating a person is a very strong feeling, and not a good one. I tell myself: if someone put that person in front of me right now and gave me a pistol, would I be able to kill him? And I think, no, thank God, I wouldn’t. And that means I don’t hate that person. I can dislike him, scorn him, blame him for all sorts of things, sure, but I don’t hate him. But if I think, yes, I’d kill him, it means I have to ask myself—why? After all, it’s bad to kill people, right? So it means I have to start working on myself, it’s a problem inside me and not in the other person, I’m the one that’s bad, not him, since I want to kill another person…But you know, Sasha, really, don’t listen to me, I’ve got cobwebs in my head, don’t pay any attention to me. Your dad has it right: we hate Putin, Putin’s bad. Don’t listen to me, listen to your dad.


FOUND LIFE

TRANSLATED BY AINSLEY MORSE AND MARIA VASSILEVA

A giant, long-tressed, bearded biker in leather and chains, buying Whiskas Kitten, two yogurts, and a colorful bottle of “kids’ champagne” at the supermarket.
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An old homeless man in the underpass, his voice breaking as he sings, “Come on, sun, shine harder,” and the hurrying thirtysomething passersby putting small bills in his outstretched hand.
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A pregnant woman holding a small enameled bowl, waddling across an empty seaside courtyard toward a pregnant cat.
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An eight-year-old deaf girl chatting to herself, using all ten fingers, on the steps of an escalator.
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A song in Vietnamese coming through the door of a bathroom stall at the local children’s hospital.
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A duck lazily picking its way through the trash washed up against the bank of a canal.
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The smell of Red Moscow perfume in the stairwell every Friday, when the crazy old lady in apartment six gets a visit from her son.
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The signature taste of a gun barrel.
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A blue toy gun tucked into the belt of a homeless man.
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Several men in suits standing around a dead dog in the middle of Tverskaya Street.
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A school notebook with two kissing watermelons on the cover and the words “They have ears, but they hear not.”
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A stick with new growth sprouting from the ruins of an anthill.
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An older woman on a late subway train suddenly saying loudly to no one in particular: “It’s just that now we know exactly where we stand.”
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The chubby girl at the restaurant selectively eating the cheese and croutons out of her “health” salad.
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The fly fluttering out of the pocket of the disabled man shuffling through the subway car when someone tosses a small coin into it.

[image: image]

Crows above a carcass left in a cart by the market. Two pecking, one circling.
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A woman, her black eye nearly swollen shut, meticulously applying lipstick at a café table.
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A little boy asking his mom on the subway, “Is it true that Piter used to be called something else?” and hearing the answer, “Yes, Leningrad.” “But why?” “It was easier that way.”
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An unkempt man of about forty slowly trailing behind a twelve-year-old girl who keeps glancing back, frightened, as he repeats in a monotone: “…be my little daughter, be my little daughter, be my little daughter.”
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A young soldier arguing with a stocky lady in a beret; some other guys in camo standing at a distance and anxiously watching the proceedings. Yelling: “…husband is an officer? And I’m telling you, if he’s an officer, then he’s an animal. You say he doesn’t beat you, but I know he does! And he beats your children, you just don’t know!”
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The phrase “Christ is Risen!” on a card with the Easter Bunny lying in a puddle.
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An old homeless man feeding bread crusts to an enormous flock of pigeons. A woman carrying shopping bags slowing down and walking through on tiptoe, so as not to scare anyone off.
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A couple sitting in what used to be Zen Coffee, they’re both around thirty-five, she has really bad buckteeth and there’s a small stain on her mohair sweater just above her left breast, which she compulsively tries to hide by smoothing the nap in the right direction. Her smile, with lips pressed tight, makes her look like a sad clown; he, meanwhile, very imposing, with a shaved head and the face of a repentant pirate, delivers a lengthy monologue like he’s rapping: “IL-18, I’ve flown it, MIG-29, I’ve flown it, SU-30MKM, I’ve flown it and crashed it, MI-8, I’ve flown it, KA-50, flown it, SU-27, flown, crashed, A-50, flown, crashed, TU-95, flown, MIG-31, flown…” Every time he says “crashed” he leans into her sharply and stamps his foot, which makes the chair shake, and she rubs at the mohair with nervous fingers.
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Two ladies in their forties on a street in Riga, performing “Que sera, sera” on folk instruments—one string, one wind.
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A man reading the newspaper Behind the Wheel on the subway.
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Two girls shopping at an accessories store; one is trying on a belt with rhinestones, the other is giving her advice and making suggestions. The first one suddenly stops, looks at her friend with glassy eyes, and says, enunciating each word: “I feel like I’m just wasting my life right now.”
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Donald Duck delivering lines in Russian translation: “Your Honor! On the teenth of Marchember defendant Duck committed…”
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A man of about thirty-five who’s taken his elderly parents, very simple people, to a Japanese restaurant. He teaches them how to use chopsticks, and then—how to smoke a hookah. “No, no, don’t close your mouth all the way!” The mother finally manages to let the smoke out through her nose. They laugh and take pictures. The father refills their sake cups, the son waves him off, the mother takes tiny sips.
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A couple of about thirty-five, each sitting in front of a laptop at an internet café. He’s typing away at some document, she’s digging around the web. She says: “Here, look at this horoscope—today’s a good day for it and tomorrow too, it says he could grow up to be a genius…” He responds: “Listen, I thought we agreed, not this year.”
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A group of American tourists ogling the Kremlin. One lady cocks her head, squints and says: “It looks nice.”
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A bunch of adults dressed up as Disney characters strolling around the monument to Zhukov. The grown-ups take pictures of children standing next to them for a small fee. Donald Duck, Bugs Bunny, Goofy Goof. Bugs Bunny sits on the base of the monument, holding a gigantic foam-rubber carrot under his arm and a bottle of beer in his hand. There’s a little six-year-old girl sitting next to him. They’re chatting, and the girl is swinging her legs.
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The door into the staff room left half-open at the Coffeemania on Rozhdestvenka Street in Moscow. Behind the door are little cubbies for employees’ belongings; just then, a girl with a ponytail is extracting her backpack. The cubbies have decals on them, just like in kindergarten.
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An old man in a dark-blue suit jacket with service ribbons at a kiosk, asking for the newspaper Soviet Russia.
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An older man waiting for somebody by the subway entrance. A big dirty dog comes up and looks at the glass door. After thinking about it, the man opens the door. The dog comes in. It looks around and then turns its muzzle back toward the door. The man opens the door again. The dog goes out. It looks at the man, then mournfully at the door again. The man sighs and opens the door. The dog comes in and starts looking all around. The man moves closer to the door to make it easier.
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A plush moose head, very true-to-life and, as you might expect, attached to a plaque so that it can be hung on a wall.
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A man in a wheelchair, both legs in casts, wheeling out of a parachute-jumping club.
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A girl wearing a “Nord-Ost” t-shirt in a gallery looking at photographs from the Chernobyl disaster.
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Three older couples laughing and chatting at a restaurant table. One lady points to the two others: “And how did you meet?” “Our kids introduced us,” says one of them, “though they’re divorced now.”
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A taxi driver who always takes along a tiny Chihuahua, which splutters at the light when taken out from inside the driver’s coat to be shown to the passenger.
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A little boy and girl playing pat-a-cake while standing on different escalators going in the same direction, pausing every time a lamp goes by.
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Two saleswomen, no longer young, in a twenty-four-hour gift shop, waltzing at two a.m. between the flower buckets and decorative cellophane ribbons.
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A little girl in tears, yelling, “The dinosaur went extinct!!!” when all that is left of her enormous balloon is a scrap of gaping jaws and a little piece of scaly tail.
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For O.M.

A pregnant cat with a clipped tail sitting at the entrance to the gynecology department. A wheezing black dog at the entrance to cardiology.
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Mannequins on a revolving stand that slowly turn their backs to you the closer you get to the shop window.
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A little girl in the airplane, trying to lift the armrest and asking, “Are we cool?” A little boy saying “yes” and putting the armrest back down.
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The wind dragging a black plastic bag that says “Russian Beauty” along the asphalt; a kid in a baseball cap taking its picture with an old Leica.
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A meticulously made-up girl in an evening gown, holding a flute and wracked by uncontrollable hoarse coughing in the lobby of an expensive hotel.
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A cheap thirty-year-old barrette in the elegant gray chignon of an expensively dressed lady.
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A woman quickly covering a man’s eyes with her palm when another passenger, having tripped, frantically flailing his arms, falls off the platform to the hopeless wail of brakes.
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An elderly man suddenly kissing his wife with dry lips right on her glasses, in the darkness of a nearly empty movie theater.
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Two middle-aged men having a long and hearty laugh over a story about a dog who chased its owner up a tree; then unhurriedly praying, their lips moving silently above the thick borscht.
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Old people at the end of a funeral prudently asking the funeral home representatives about important details.
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A man diligently holding his wife’s hair back while she eats spaghetti.
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A girl’s phone at a café, vibrating and ringing with various ringtones depending on the caller, suddenly starting to vibrate and speak in her own voice: “Oh, it’s you. I hate you, I hate your mother. Oh, it’s you. I hate you, I hate your mother. Oh, it’s you. I hate you, I hate your mother…”

[image: image]

An old lady looking with astonishment at a metal name tag with her name on it, picked up off the floor at McDonald’s.
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A lady screaming in the entryway to the theater: “Don’t smoke! This is to be a temple, not a smoking lounge!” and convulsively clutching a baptismal cross in her fist.
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A girl looking around anxiously for a trash can to throw away her tram ticket; a boy taking the ticket out of her hand and eating it.


IN SHORT: NINETY-ONE RATHER SHORT STORIES

TRANSLATED BY MAYA VINOKOUR

GOTCHA!

They sent a slouching, zitty boy, the saleslady’s nephew, up to the third floor for him. The boy wasn’t doing anything special just then, had just sat down to eat—so he put his sandwich and the apple he was chasing it with right onto the step and ran. The entrance to the deli—which is what Kirill proudly called his “homestead,” though it was just three shelves and a fridge—led almost underground; the boy scooted on down, while he bent his long legs and carefully walked in. It was very quiet inside, the boy ran into the storeroom behind the register right away, and he followed: there, on a wobbly chair with a soft burgundy seat, stood Astrin, stood without moving, like he had taught her to. With his hand he stopped the boy: don’t go in, while he himself stepped over the threshold, pressed his finger sternly to his lips, and slowly squatted, trying not to rustle his pant legs. Teeny-tiny Astrin, with her enormous birdlike nose and fragile fingers white-knuckling the peppy blue fabric of her apron, suddenly struck him as looking like an elderly schoolgirl.

He half-closed his eyes so as not to get distracted and began to listen. He heard the far right corner, where empty cigarette packs lay, and hooked his hearing onto it like a lasso: now suddenly something jerked very quickly in a very straight line in the direction of the safe; moved around it in an uneven, lurching curve; poked at the steel either out of stupidity or pro forma; softly shifted off to the side, toward the dusty rubber boots bogged down in the linoleum under a clothes rack overloaded with junk. That’s when he said to himself, impatiently, “Gotcha!” and started to carefully pull that imaginary thread, he even made a circular motion with his fingers: that’s right, that’s right. At first, as always, the thing on the other end froze, frightened; then seemed to wrench back and forth, back and forth; then started, reluctantly but smoothly, that’s right, that’s right, and suddenly—there it is, in the middle of the room! Astrin couldn’t hold it in and squealed with fright, the mental thread broke off; he snarled angrily, hurriedly jerked forward, almost fell, even hit his finger on the linoleum—but caught, caught by the tail, at the last second, a small, mean, furiously screeching maus.

Behind him, the nephew hollered with delight; Kirill, who had previously been invisible behind the rack overgrown with junk, burst out laughing; Astrin, still afraid to get off the chair, exhaled piteously. He carried the maus over to the service yard and prudently released him, but came back with a demeanor of studied severity and gloominess and demonstratively wiped the sole of his shoe against the bristly doormat. Accepted from Kirill a parcel with payment for his labor: two pounds of apples, a loaf of bread, a quarter pound of salami, sliced, chocolate-covered cookies, good ones. Went back to the third floor, to the soft, slurping rollers dripping the festive white paint so pleasant to him. At home in Makhachkala he has two daughters, both talented, they’re good at drawing, they’ve hired a special tutor. Back home he didn’t know how to do anything like this—he had once rhythmically stamped his foot at a lustrous cockroach of nightmarish proportions, but it shot up the wall and then, at enormous speed, plunged itself sideways behind the ceiling molding.

SULENKA

… but on those few days when there was complete clarity, when he did not confuse his middle daughter with his younger sister or the head nurse with his first wife, the name “Sulenka” would suddenly begin to creep up on him, a nauseating and viscous name, long ago banished with hatred from his own and others’ memories. No matter how fully he turned toward the window, no matter how tightly and carefully he put on his well-worn blue slippers, he kept having thoughts about himself: “Sulenka, Sulenka”—but now there was no one to scream at anymore, so that they’d put it out of their mind, not dare; there was no one to hit in the stomach with the edge of his palm, no one whose foot could be slammed furiously with a felicitously placed stool; there was no one left.

A LITTLE STICK

It had turned out to be an ugly business; he was going there, as he told himself, to ask for advice, but really—well, why does anyone go to houses like that? To ease the soul, to cleanse oneself, to repent, to be absolved, to be bathed in all that … all that stuff. He brought with him something appropriate (something expensive-ish and modest at the same time)—waffle cookies that are not waffles in the ordinary human sense, but in the German, Alpine, gooey one. And they gave him tea in a glass-holder pitted with ancestral memory, and Mashenka woke up (“Oh look, Mashenka’s hatched!”)—Mashenka woke up and ran into the kitchen on her unsteady, fat little legs in white tights—clever head like a little pumpkin, skin translucently bluish, eyes black with sleep. Oh, it was really an ugly business; he waits to speak, everyone already knows about this ugly business, smelling of blackmail—intelligentsia blackmail, “for everything good against everything bad,” but blackmail all the same, ordinary blackmail with money and all that. Everyone knows everything, there’s already a consensus: now he’ll start talking, repent—and be forgiven, consoled; at the end of the day, it was his right—but surely not in front of Mashenka?

No, a couple more minutes. Mashenka, what can I get you? The nice man has tea, do you want tea? Mashenka wants “juice with a little stick.” Mashenka’s mother, the impossible, nineteenth-century part in her hair glittering (in Moscow apartments like this one, parts never ceased to glitter, not even in the gray, lice-infested, communal years), raises her darling, aristocratic eyebrows as if to say, just look at her! A tall glass is placed between Mashenka’s two little paws, tomato juice pours out in heavy glugs, then salt, then a slice of lemon, then a dash of black pepper—and a little stick of celery. Wow! Wow and another couple interjections. Mashenka licks the celery, Mashenka, go play the piano—that’s a family joke, the obligatory piano has long since gone stiff, it lives in the half-dead room next door, Masha plays on the black-covered keyboard with her red-and-yellow pull-apart robots. He’s never seen this piano—this pianette, this pianella—but suddenly does see it through the wall separating the dead room from the eternally living kitchen: there’s something sentimental, though ironic, on the lid like always; what is it? He sees teacups, Soviet china with large dots consigned—as he can see—to eternal reserve. Very charming, charming and witty. Cups right on the saucers, and he sees the off-center teapot, and the teacups, of course, have charming, charming trash inside—a pinecone, a twig, a pinewood slingshot spontaneously generated in Gorky Park, a ballpoint, snallpoint, thingamabob. Mashenka has run off behind the piano, and now he’s about ready to talk—but what does he have to say? To explain himself; it was his idea, his scientific baby, they promised, and now—they’ve leaked it, they could have paid him at least—“But why do I still feel like such an asshole?” “Pasha, my dear, that’s just because” (here the unnecessary words he came here for, why he came crawling, why he brought an offering of sticky waffle cookies) “… And, certainly, you did for them …” (more, more—and here somewhere is where he’ll start to mellow out). “And it’s only thanks to you that they … And you had every right … But they … But you …” “But why, why do I feel like such an asshole?” “My dear, it’s because it’s just because that’s how we all are, we’re all incapable of …” (after this comes something that does mellow him out: we’re good people, everyone else is bad, some petting, scratching, mutual caressing). “I don’t even know.” “Oh, but we do know.” They know, they know—so let them say it. Five minutes, and that’s it. Oh please, let’s just start already. He’s already readied himself, sucked in his belly: “Listen, can I just vent for a second …” Mashenka runs in, Mashenka is carrying a half-empty glass, her translucent face covered in meaty juice: “Mama, I want to play a word game!” “In Russian or in English?”

And at that moment he up and said very calmly and very, very loudly:

“Ablarblarblabarblablabla. Burbalblablablablabla. Purbulbal bow wow brawrarawrawraw. Suburbarubula. Bow wow wow rawrawrawrarawrawaburpburpuprupr bla.”

And then came a split second where it felt like something sticky, neat, and waffley snapped and came unglued inside his chest. He even wanted to silently open his mouth wide like the mouth of a fountain—so that “blargblurl blurburblurbluarlblarg” would pour out of there in a thick, black, even stream. Or bark. Barking would be even better. He even opened his mouth wide and something did come barking out—did it ever; and it was as if even this charming, charming, cotton-soft kitchen of ours exploded into black, clean, cold streams that crashed into its walls. But the part in the hair blazed gently, the great-grandmother’s teaspoon clinked against the great-grandfather’s teacup, merry Mashenka shouted, “That’s not English! I know, I know, that’s not English!”

Oh, Pasha, Pasha, Pasha. Oh, Pasha, Pasha, Pasha. Oh, Pasha.

EXPERIMENT

The run was five miles long, but at a good pace you could make it to the regimental canteen in seven minutes. The pace we were managing just now, though, would get us there in more like fifteen. Or an hour. Or three hours. More likely than not, we would have simply fallen down in the hundred-degree heat right behind the shooting range—no one would have found us before dinner, and after dinner it would be too late. Plus then we’d have to bend down to get our plates. Traces of the morning’s porridge on the edge of the plate had darkened from the heat, a thin slice of cucumber had gone gray and shriveled. In the hour it had taken us to run, that bitch could have picked up the plate herself. Even with her crutch. With a crutch it probably takes like fifteen minutes to walk to the canteen. While we were running five miles, she was sitting in the tent next to the fan. We asked if her leg hurt a lot. She said, yes, a lot. We asked, if that’s the case, shouldn’t we take her to the nurse. She said, the nurse is gone and will only be back tomorrow. And thanks again for bringing her breakfast before the run. And that our wrists are really chafed where they hit the strap loops. And that her brother had to do a ten-mile paired run last year and his partner’s wrist chafed so badly it even got infected. And that she has a little cotton wool, we could put it under the loops for the last two hours of the run, except we’d have to bend down and look for the cotton in her trunk. Although maybe it’s better not to put anything under there, since the heat and the sweating could make the chafed parts even more infected. But, if we want it, the cotton wool’s in the trunk. Under the cot. Next to the plate. We said, no thanks, we don’t need any cotton wool. It’s very strange that there isn’t a single fly buzzing around the plate, we thought. In this part of the desert, she said suddenly, there aren’t any flies at all, it’s a scientific fact. She’s very interested in science, she’s going to submit a request to be transferred to the researcher corps. We said yesterday she had brought her own breakfast and took the plate back herself. She said yesterday she was conducting a different experiment. We asked, what kind of experiment. She said she can’t say, the experiment has to be done blind. The fact alone that we know about the experiment could affect the results. We said we can’t go anywhere, dinner is in two hours and we’ll take the plate and bring her some food. She said inspection is in half an hour and that a plate in the tent will get the regiment a penalty. I said I would take the plate, but that Rita is very tired and can’t go anywhere. Rita said she wasn’t tired but that during the run I had fallen and hit my knee and that it’s not a good idea to strain it again. She said she understands about the knee and that I shouldn’t strain it, and that if she is late, we should tell the commander that she went to take back the plate. Then she took a pencil and slip of paper out of the breast pocket of her uniform and made a checkmark. We asked what that was. She said she was recording the results of her experiments. We said we could tell it was just a receipt from the newsstand. She said it was none of our business and that we should go clean up our nightstands or the regiment would get a penalty. We said she’s bleeding under her cast. She said that’s none of our business either and that we should go clean up our nightstands because none of us need any trouble.

FORSOOTH

He only had one nightmare of this type, and it went like this: he’s supposed to write a paper about Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin, a term paper maybe, but he has totally forgotten that motherfucking cardboard mongrel language Soviet papers were supposed to be written in, all of its words and constructions. In his dream he was positive that these words were not Russian at all, but belonged to some blue-green language and that the woman who wrote everyone fatal love letters was executed by firing squad in the “Chernomor” musical.

4, 3, 2

He said that his fish gave birth to fishlets yesterday, small fry. They’re all little gray guys, except one who’s black, he said: seven all told. And he said that he wouldn’t show them to Fook and his crew because they’d want to take them away. They said, there’s nothing to take away, his fish died. He said, that’s not true, she had babies, the black one swims the fastest and in a straight line, and the others do circles. Fook said that he was going to give him а swirly. He answered that Fook obviously wanted to take away the fry and that he wasn’t going to show the jar with the fry to anyone. Anyway the jar is at his grandpa’s, he had taken it to his grandpa’s over the weekend, because his grandpa is the best at taking care of fry, he’s raised hundreds of them. Pavlik said to him, “Call your grandpa, get him to take a photo of the fish with his phone.” He said he didn’t have his grandpa’s number, the contact accidentally got deleted. Fook grabbed at his phone with fat flabby hands, but he almost managed to give Fook a hard kick in the leg. Out of all the fish bought by the subway that day, Fook’s fish had died third. The man by the subway had just sold them bad fish, that’s all. Fook wouldn’t be bothering him right now if Fook’s fish had died first or even second, but he ragged on Pavlik and Saman horribly when their fish died. When Fook’s own fish died the next day he told everyone that he had fried and eaten it. And said that the last, fourth fish would die now too. Now they were asking about that fish every day. Yesterday they wanted to go to his house and check, but he said that his mom doesn’t allow visitors, she’s scared of everyone except him and his dad. When he almost managed to give Fook a hard kick in the leg, Fook said that the next day he had to show the fish and fry, or else. And that he doesn’t give a rat’s ass about the fry, they’re too small to even have a taste. It’s just that the time had come to show that their former friend was a pussy-ass little shit. “No,” he said to Fook, “You’ll take my fry and they’ll die on you, like your fish.” Then Pavlik said, “You haven’t lived but you’re a dead man already,” that was a phrase they had. He himself had used it a million times before. Very slowly, legs and stomach in knots, he trudged homeward. A week ago, when they were all still friends, a man by the subway had sold them four bad fish. Or three bad ones and one good one, it was impossible to tell now. He hadn’t thought that his mom would be afraid of the fish, last summer he had brought home a beautiful beetle like an oil slick and his mom had liked looking at it. But that was last summer.

A TURNING

It happened every time she locked her pot-and-pan cabinet in the hallway common to the three apartments, made a wrong move, and the key, instead of clicking confidently, made a sucking noise, spinning pointlessly in the lock. The hallway was large and cold, while the apartment itself was too hot compared to the previous one, which had been small and cold throughout. Before that she had lived in a white apartment with a totally empty kitchen and low ceilings, and before that in a narrow three-room pencil box by the Patriarch Ponds in Moscow. From there memory kept ­pushing her, as she stood at a slant, half-bent in front of the recalcitrant cabinet, from one interior to the next: hallways and bathrooms began to blur together, moisture-warped doors crumbled, landlords’ sideboards clinked; the same way drunken, scary old Anya had driven her crying husband from room to room at the Liskins’ dacha, silently smacking him on the head with a rolled-up Woman Worker magazine until he stumbled over his own feet and fell to the ground to beg forgiveness for some unknown sin. Memory dragged her through the oil-painted bedroom of her and Marik’s first rented hovel, where a crazy white cat languished in unsatisfied lust amid the landlord’s dank rugs and cheap officers’ crystal. Having ingested a great deal of dander, she was chased from this stuffy bedroom into the Petersburg kitchen with the untamable water heater, and from there, head getting slapped with some scary stamped papers, to a suspiciously enormous room with a small, high, handmade chair at a similarly suspiciously high table inlaid with some mother-of-pearl nautical fantasies. The windowsill was located almost at eye level: at first it seemed to her that she had stumbled and admitted defeat before memory, but then it would become clear that this was her parents’ communal room in a long-since-demolished Stalin-era building. Before her parents, a big furniture boss lived there—back when he was still a small furniture boss and just warming up his little curved legs. Beyond the windowsill was mute night. Memory banged picturesquely on the underside of the loft, which yawned open at a completely impossible angle, revealing a straight-legged tin horse with a broken-off Soviet Pioneer rider among the overtaxed leather suitcases and fantastically thick black jams. There was a key in the side of this horse. If you turned it, the night would be illuminated by two headlights, frightened voices would turn on in the common hallway, while Dad’s calm, firm voice sounded at first in the courtyard, then at the door, then in the neighbors’ room, where someone would begin to cry, objects would fall, things would be counted right up to morning. Through sleep on her little couch, made up of two armchairs, she saw Dad, stern and handsome—he had popped over from the neighbors’ to drink some tea at home, while on the other side of the wall they kept crying and counting, and her mom carefully helped him take off his boots so that their squeaking wouldn’t wake the child. In a few days the neighbors’ room became their second one, then the horse made it so the whole three-room apartment became theirs, and the pots, formerly crammed into the common cabinet, situated themselves comfortably on the little nails she passed to her dad as he, milky-white knees shining, crawled from the table to the newspaper-covered sideboard and back. A month later she dropped the horse, tried to wind it up—the key made a grinding noise and slipped, beyond the windowsill the headlights came on, but Dad was home. People walked across the new rug right in their boots, books began to fall on the floor, Mom told her to face the wall and not turn around until given permission. Behind her, tin crunched and someone screamed horribly: that, evidently, was the Pioneer being broken off. Afterward, she described this horse to everyone in the orphanage (and hit those who wouldn’t listen); the only thing that she herself still could not understand in this story was how, in the deserted apartment, the horse moved from the floor to the loft.

1:38 A.M.

The only reasonable mirror was in the hallway: when she came out of the bathroom, her gaze would catch in the mirror and she would get stuck. With the years she had grown used to looking at herself as if through a narrow slit: she had a good belly and bad thick thighs. That morning she had calculated that she’d need about an hour and a half all told, with a little leeway just in case. At five she turned on the water in the tub and spent a little while worrying about her nails: she could remove the polish now, but then they’d soften in the tub and it would be harder to paint them. She could do the bath first, and then the polish (there was no way to do a full-on manicure, she’d have had to leave work at three), but then it would smudge during the rest of it. She could paint them right now, sit there, nails drying, and worry about the clock’s incessant ticking. She could write him to come a half hour later. She turned off the water in the tub and started rooting through the bag of polishes. Evidently the smartest thing would be to do everything else first, and then quickly cut the nails short and apply a single layer of clear polish. She really didn’t want to do that, but there didn’t seem to be a better option. She turned the water on again, stuck her pajamas in the hamper and turned it around so its maw would face the wall. She had cleaned her place the day before. The eternal question of stockings hadn’t been decided and couldn’t be: she firmly believed that they were absolutely essential, but with her thighs they looked really iffy, even the ones with the wide thick elastic on top. On the other hand, the edges of the black robe would come down on either side, and besides, during the main event none of that would matter anyway. She dug through a drawer, drawing out by a single strap a black lace garter belt whose hour had finally arrived: although the stockings were held up by silicone, she had always thought that stockings looked cheap without a belt. The bathwater turned out to be too hot, and she sensed that sitting there too long would give her a headache. So she pushed back washing her hair and began by shaving her mons and bikini line under running water (here the thought of his bare hand touching that bare mons unleashed a wave of anticipatory arousal she decided not to suppress, letting herself slowly float on the acute, tense feeling of expectation). Her hair had to be washed and dried because the steam had made her hairdo fall apart, and of course she had to use fast-drying product and now she couldn’t shake the disgusting feeling that if he grabbed her by the hair, strands of it would stick out stiffly above her crown—but in the dark, again, this wouldn’t matter. After the bath her skin felt tight, she began to spread a strongly scented citrus moisturizer on her legs, but then suddenly felt embarrassed by its brazen, provocative smell, quickly toweled off her one leg and selected a different moisturizer, a vanilla one (which immediately seemed too girly, she got angry at herself and finished spreading it on the rest of her body, and her back, as always, turned out to be wet, the cream slid around unpleasantly on the skin). About forty minutes were left—and the nails. The nails had to be done after everything, after makeup, and she very much wanted to avoid foundation, because since her youth she had been hounded by the silly notion that leaving traces of foundation on the pillow (like for example when you’re face down, and again the heat of anticipation poured over her) is shameful, although if it’s traces of eye shadow (mascara, of course, has become waterproof since those times, thank God), then for some reason it’s not shameful. Also, as always, she didn’t want to put on the corset until the last second because the lavender one (the black one seemed to her today not unlike the citrus moisturizer, no, impossible) was, to be honest, too small, and to wait in it for twenty minutes (if he’s not late, of course)—leaving aside that it’s a little hard to breathe, her back would get sweaty again. For a few seconds she stood over her laid-out things: she could pull on the stockings now, attach the garter belt over the silicone (over the silicone isn’t so easy, by the way), put on the satin robe, and then, at the last second, once the intercom sounded, get herself into the corset. But then she might smudge her nails and that wouldn’t do, that wouldn’t do at all. Once in the corset, she breathed in and out for a few seconds, shifted her shoulder blades, bent down a few times so that the cold clasps would arrange themselves properly on her damp back. Here it occurred to her that she could paint her nails standing up—it’s super easy with the clear polish, and sitting in the corset is not exactly pleasant. All that was left was lipstick and shoes. She hoped very much that today was not one of those days when the lipstick, for reasons totally defying understanding, refuses to behave properly at the corners of the mouth, has to be wiped off over and over, the lips swelling, their contour growing imperceptible, and everything becoming some kind of unshakeable nightmare (about three minutes left now). The lipstick adhered properly, all she had to do was correct the always-rough edge of her upper lip with lip liner. The shoes she had been planning to wear slipped off these particular stockings (she had forgotten), and the only ones that didn’t slip off looked too chunky with the robe. She took off her glasses and looked into the mirror again. The shoes looked fine. The robe and corset looked fine. The woman in the mirror, plumpish and not very young, though quite well groomed, looked fine. The intercom squawked. She went to the living room, stood for a moment, perusing the glasses, bottle, fruit, and then, carefully squatting in her high heels, raised the edges of her robe and lay down on the rug, her head almost butting up against a bed leg. The intercom squawked again, perplexed. She closed her eyes, thrust her arms out to the sides, and told herself honestly that, really, the most important part had already happened.

AND YOU?

To Masha and Gleb

He said that the answer to everything had appeared to him in a dream. That he had dreamed the answer to all the questions, like why things in Russia are going the way they are and everything else.

“We were sitting there at the dacha in Abramtsevo,” he said, “Like, at my friends’ place. And it’s a real village there, not just a dacha, you know, it’s like a little village house. People have their own life there, it’s not just the weekenders. And there’s this one little guy there—not an alkie, but like … Not quite a hobo, but, you know, kind of a deadbeat. He drinks a fair bit, but he’s not an alkie, and he’s not homeless, but definitely a moocher. Not because he’s so miserable, that’s just how he lives his life. That’s just what he’s like. And everyone would heckle and harass him, but indulgently, because he was constantly saying things that were horribly … not vulgar, but there’s a word for it. Raunchy, that’s it, raunchy things. He didn’t get all up on anyone, didn’t grab anyone, but there were always these gestures, or like little nasty verses, or he would shove the ladies at the guys, that’s how he was. Raunchy. And all the locals harassed him. So once we were sitting at the table in the front garden, having tea. Just us, you know, we were visiting them in Abramtsevo, about seven of us. He walked up and started to say whatever it is he always says, he’s a little drunk, a little filthy, but it’s not gross, it’s even funny. And we see that he keeps eyeing the food. Masha—whose house it was—says to him, why don’t you eat with us. Well, he says some kind of convoluted thank you, with all these frills and flounces, takes a bun, but he doesn’t sit down at the table, he leans against a birch tree and eats. And he goes on talking to us the same as always: ‘And do you sleep with your husband? And how many times? Do you have a big cock? Do you have kids? How many kids? Who’s the daddy? How about you, any kids? How about you?’ Masha asks him, ‘How about you, any kids?’ And he says, ‘No.’ Masha: ‘How come?’ And that’s when he starts taking off his pants. And we all feel super embarrassed, I mean, we’d been having such a nice chat, it was funny, and now he’s going to ruin everything in this stupid way. So he takes off his pants—and instead of a penis there’s a stub. That is, a stump. Not like how a doctor would have done it, or like a castration, everything’s where it should be, it’s just the penis that’s been chopped off at the base, like it was just—thwack. But the diameter is like huge, you can tell. We’re all: ‘Shit, what happened?’ And he’s all reluctant all of a sudden, and starts to kind of half tell this story, don’t worry, it doesn’t hurt anymore, it was a long time ago, yadda yadda, blah blah—so like, this one time I was doing the deed with some of our broads in the bushes, we got pretty loud, we were kind of wasted, we were laughing, and then their dudes showed up, they beat me up bad and then right with an axe—thwack. We’re all: ‘Oh man.’ And here I look at him carefully, and he’s all curly-haired, bowlegged, a little drunk … And I remember that once long ago some Russian peasants castrated Pan in a nearby grove. Well, ever since, obviously, that was it.

They were silent for a bit and then said to him, again calling him by name and patronymic, that something had to be done about Sasha, that the transplant surgeons would be there in a minute, that his wife had already agreed to sign the consent form, that he had to decide one way or the other. He said he had no idea what they were talking about.

WATER

To B.F.

“What’s scary,” he said reluctantly, “is when you’re serving with guys from the Caucasus and they say to you, ‘Bro, no big deal, but could you get us some water.’”

HALFSIES

She was so scared that she had to constantly tell herself, “relax your belly,” “relax your belly,” “relax your belly,” but still, when she and Mom came out of the store, her abs hurt so badly from the strain, it was like she had spent three hours at the gym the day before. Outside, in the sun and among people, she felt better, and the whole ­outing stopped seeming like such a dangerous idea. Mom had agreed to leave the house, Mom had let her buy her a new dress (because the old one, let’s be honest, had gotten pretty horrifying-­looking over the past week), Mom wasn’t crying, her hand was trusting and soft, and she managed to convince herself that Mom won’t break away, won’t run off. Mom had always loved éclairs: they used to eat them from both ends at once and always jokingly fought over the tasty middle piece with their little spoons, and each time Mom would loudly admit defeat, concede. The waiter said that the éclairs were very fresh, very good. She looked at Mom questioningly, Mom nodded, and there was an enormous, joyful feeling of relief. “One, please,” she said to the waiter, and here Mom said, “I want one too,” and she, choking on her own voice, asked the waiter for two éclairs. But when the waiter put down two little plates and Mom picked up her little spoon, she carefully ate a little piece of Mom’s éclair, and Mom didn’t get annoyed, she even smiled, and everything fell into place, and she inhaled with force—dropping her head back, thirstily, until her chest hurt, because it suddenly seemed to her that she hadn’t breathed at all in the past four days. At first, that was how she looked at the people who approached their table and called Mom by an unfamiliar name—head back, mouth half-open, knowing already that to exhale meant to lose everything; but when they started asking Mom if anything hurt, and when one of them tried to pick her up, and she stretched her arms toward him, she did exhale, started screaming and waving her teaspoon stupidly at those people, and one of them suddenly shielded himself with his hands, frightened, as though he was waiting for a blow with something huge and heavy. She screamed and writhed, they held her; some other woman, tears pouring, was already kissing Mom; the store salesman—goddamn gray-haired geezer, he hadn’t wanted to bring them the dress and instead kept asking why she “called that little girl Mom”—was looking in her direction, gray lips pursed, and someone was already writing down his unintelligible but obviously disgusting words into a hard-backed notepad. Then she was led to a car, and she resisted and tried to tell them that she couldn’t return to the future without Mom, that she had to take Mom with her to the future, that she couldn’t go on otherwise. They understood and promised to help her, and she apologized for screaming and said that in the future, there are no policemen, and she just wasn’t used to it, just didn’t know the right way to behave.

EVERYTHING IS FINE

Not only was the ice cream the best ice cream in the world, but also the weather was the best weather in the world, and the pebbles they found were the roundest, pebbliest, weightiest pebbles in the world, and Tima didn’t keep straining his harness, but behaved really well, and Yonka secretly fed him a scoop of ice cream, which Tima was absolutely in no way allowed to have, and he ended up all smeared in it, and Marinka guessed everything, and told on her brother to Mom and Aleksei, and Yonka would have certainly gotten it in a big way if this had not been the best day in the world. They had been planning this day for almost a month, Aleksei kept trying to convince her, and she would initially yield, then say, “No,” and he never argued, would just say, “OK, no means no,” and she would think each time that if he hadn’t been so laid back, she would never have gotten to know him in the first place, if even once during these past five months he had tried to pressure her, hurry her, push her, she would never have agreed that time even just to have tea with him in the hospital cafeteria. He had walked up to her when she was standing in the middle of an empty parking lot, in the hellish sun, just standing there, not knowing how to go on living, and said, “I’m Aleksei, I work here, I’m a physical therapist. There’s a cafeteria, would you like some tea?” And she said, “No,” and he said, “Sorry,” and started walking back toward the hospital, and then she said, “OK, let’s go.” And when he said that they should finally spend a day off all together, really together, with the kids and Tima, she had said, “No,” and continued to say “No,” “No,” “No”—when he suggested not going to Izmailovo, but just coming out to a little park on Pokrovsky Boulevard, when he said that they shouldn’t eat in a café but take food with them so as not to risk it with Yonka’s mysterious new allergy—she would say, “No,” he would say, “Sure, OK,” and then bring by a map of the park, or tell her about the weekend weather report, or appear out of nowhere with a dusty picnic basket, put it on the balcony and explain to Marinka where things go (“forks on the left, knives on the right, like in the picture, see?”). So when he said that they should take Tima along, she, of course, said “No,” and he acquiesced and didn’t say anything for a couple of days, but then brought a wide harness with a clasp on the back for Tima. This was so barefaced it actually took her breath away, and she threw the harness at him, the clasp hit him in the ear, he clutched at it, and then calmly picked up the harness and put it away, not in his backpack, but in the hallway closet. And, of course, they took Tima with them, and he behaved himself really well, strode confidently up ahead on the wide short leash, and then, when she took his container of food out of the basket, Tima suddenly looked at her with totally clear eyes and embraced Yonka with a steady, robust motion, a motion as accurate as if there had never been any stroke.

THE DOOR IN THE WALL

He was probably the only one who remembered that there was a door there, and definitely the only one who would come stand next to it. How this would happen he didn’t really understand himself, but toward evening he would suddenly stop playing and walk for a long time along the trembling tree-lined avenues, then turn off through the bushes, guided by the smell of raspberries, gone wild and tiny but very sweet, carpeting the ground near the wall. Having found the wooden door, he would press his ear to it and stay that way for some time. He had no idea what was over there, on the other side of the door, and it would never have occurred to him to try to glance into one of the cracks, to say nothing of opening it, though of course it wasn’t locked. He, this boy, would just come here in the evenings and stand there for several minutes, listening as something buzzed on the other side and some people walked around. Most often their voices would get closer, become intelligible for a second, he would pick out a word or two, then they would get far away again. Some became familiar, but he wouldn’t try to distinguish them, he wasn’t interested, he just liked to stand there and listen. Sometimes a very polite male voice would penetrate from the other side, asking about the “green door.” Evidently no one would answer him, the man would talk ever louder, his voice would begin to shake, his footsteps quickened—it seemed he was running back and forth along the sidewalk. Once he heard the man being loudly told to calm down, then someone was grappling with someone else, the man was crying, then the crying grew more distant; for the next couple of days, or maybe months, he didn’t hear the man and didn’t think about him. Then the man reappeared and started to show up from time to time. He asked about the green door several evenings in a row, louder and louder, his footsteps sounded faster and faster; then evening would arrive, other voices would appear, then there would be grappling and crying, then the man would again disappear for a long while. There was nothing interesting about this—not the man, the crying, or the voices, and to the boy it was completely unclear why the man showed up there in the evenings. He never gave it any thought. The door was repainted blue some number of years or months ago, he didn’t know what for. The leprechauns who painted the door taught him to build little round boats with music out of raspberry leaves and cigarette butts and hang them in the air.

LITTLE DEN

He would always move to the driver’s seat, and the driver would go out to the square or, when it was cold, he would run into the basement deli squeezed between two office buildings. If he stayed in his own seat, he would be tormented by those endless old ladies, doddering scrawny men, one of whom was named Troparion, quiet local winos. He needed that half-hour, he would start thinking about that half-hour in the morning, the way alcoholics (apparently) think about their first swallow, their big gulp. He felt release only during these thirty minutes a day; they were his cherished fantasy, the only thing keeping him going, while the person seeing patients was somehow not him, it wasn’t him speaking to them in his voice, not him writing things, but some extraneous stranger surrounding his self. Half a year ago he had still worried that this person would write something wrong or forget something important, and now he didn’t worry anymore but simply slept, while that external person, using his voice, shooed the addled wife of a patient away from his bed; then went to wash his hands and smell the amazing, emerald-colored soap in the bathroom, beautifully displayed on the highest shelf (as far as possible from greedy hands). He himself was like a smooth, slippery, pale sphere inside the external person, and only the muffled sounds of the outside world, its faint, muted shuddering, could reach him through his sleep. But even so, sometimes the vile snap of a needle broken off in someone’s cramping muscle, or the smell of the cucumber still clenched in the hand of an exhausted epileptic, would wake him abruptly. At times like these, sick with panic and incapable of understanding, in his sleepy state, what the external person had already done or not done, he would begin to yell at the addled lady or to demand that the medical assistant “recheck the pressure,” and would be unable to fall asleep again until evening; it was as if a dense, knotty clot occupied his chest. But the half-hour, God-granted lunch break was time when he could sleep with complete abandon. In that half hour he would eat, slowly and luxuriantly, some greasy fat sandwich thought up the night before and lovingly prepared that morning, then some candy, a little soda. Every day except Wednesday he and the driver would take their ambulance to a little courtyard in Khitrovka, jiggling over the cobblestones past the construction fence, and hide behind it for half an hour. The construction site was inactive, no one saw them, no one bothered them, and it was only on Wednesdays that that unpleasant dry woman was with him. He had requested she be removed a hundred times, and been refused a hundred times, because she was a good medical assistant but only available Wednesdays and Fridays, and would otherwise leave them for another center at the same shameful pittance. She demanded that he park the vehicle right on the boulevard, next to the tram stop, next to the church, and the understanding driver would run off to the deli so that he could move to the driver’s seat for half an hour. Certain old women, however, would still try to ask things from underneath the window, but he would simply close his eyes or say, “Granny, do I look like a doctor?” And tap on the steering wheel for greater credibility. By the time they parked on the boulevard, a timid line of old women and winos would be waiting for them, the lady assistant would see patients in the back, inside the vehicle, the winos and old women didn’t make a fuss—they knew what was up. This Wednesday he had with him whole-grain bread, a little bun with two flat halves, and inside it was mayonnaise, salad leaves, very thinly sliced tomato, Tambov ham, a tiny bit of mustard, a pickle also sliced very thin lengthwise so it wouldn’t fall out, and all this was tightly wrapped in foil to keep the shape. And Pepsi. He ate and watched a pregnant woman walking across the boulevard: drooping slightly to her left, keeping her hand on her belly—it looked like the fetus was breech; she was pretty far along, like six months, probably, and he thought to himself that it’s sometimes easier to guess the number of months not by the belly hidden under clothes, but by the high heels: women in Moscow wear them until, like, month seven. He felt surprised that such a respectable woman had walked up to the back of their vehicle, but didn’t listen closely: preggers, what can you say, saw a woman in a white coat and didn’t want to miss out. He unwrapped the roll, bit off a piece, and then the lady assistant started to bang on his window, demanded he call Kostya, said, “Get ready, we’re going to move fast.” He asked what was up, the lady assistant said, “I can’t really tell.” He thought with horror that now he would have to run around to the back of the ambulance and prayed to someone: “Please, just leave me these eight minutes, oh please, just leave me these eight minutes, I’m seriously dying, oh please, I’ll do anything afterward, just give me the eight minutes!” He asked again, “What’s the deal?” The lady assistant said again, “Let’s go, let’s go now,” it was always like that with her, she would just give him orders and usually he was even happy about it, but not now. “Bleeding?” he asked. “Badly,” she said. “Her belly is very tight, I can’t hear the heartbeat, and there’s something else, I can’t tell. Let’s go, quick, come on, come on, call him, let’s go, get ready.” And this “get ready” suddenly unleashed in him a totally blind rage because it clearly said that she understood everything about him as he had been this past year, and everyone else probably also understood everything, the old women, too, and the winos. Of course he wasn’t able to get ready, even though he gave himself twenty seconds and in those twenty seconds really tasted the bonbon in his mouth, called himself “sweetheart,” promised himself a hot water bottle at his feet at home that evening, but that bitch kept pounding at him from the back, and he couldn’t get ready to keep living, meanwhile Kostya had already arrived and pushed him from the driver’s seat and he understood that he should really go to the back, but didn’t want to and didn’t go, just wouldn’t and didn’t and sat up front with Kostya, there was already screaming in the back, and he began to scream at Kostya (who also, most likely, understood everything, since everyone else did) and Kostya swerved—decided to speed down side streets to avoid the gridlock, which would have reacted to their siren like a corpse to compresses, and then the car turned with a special gentleness, as if doing a dance step, and rolled onto its right-hand tires, and Kostya, open-mouthed, leaned on the steering wheel like a pillow and began to turn it with his whole body, and in something like twenty seconds the vehicle crashed into the windowless gray side of a corner building. The whole time he was clambering out of the seat, and stepping across the swaying sidewalk with weak legs, and jerking the back doors and almost hitting himself with one of them when they finally gave, it was very quiet inside the ambulance. The woman was looking at him from the cot with totally white eyes, and the lady assistant was standing there, quaking arms out, looking downward at the floor where there was just a tiny bit of blood and many large shards of rough-textured, pale cream shell. A quivering puddle of something transparent and viscous was slowly flowing into the space beneath his shoe, and in this puddle there lay an enormous, pale yolk, big as a frying pan.

THE BLANK

A year, a whole year and more of her clutching confusedly at the dirty wall when she would accidentally run into him near the trash chute; of them positioning themselves so carefully across from one another in the scratched-up canister of the elevator; of days spent haggling pointlessly with himself as he slouched between kitchen and couch in the evenings (and if I go downstairs, what do I say? “Did it leak into your apartment?” “Did I wake you up with that banging yesterday?” “Did I …”—what? Well, what? What?? Idiot!)—so anyway, for a whole year, over a year of being already caught in this web, already knowing the score, the only thing holding him back was the teapot. Even the comical “neighbor,” the lover-neighbor, hanky-panky with the wife by day, chess with the husband in the evening, so gross, so gross—even that he could deal with somehow: with a smirk directed at himself, with that humbleness that is worse than pride. But the teapot identical to his own (the same as in any house in this city, in this era, he had no doubt, identical cups, predictable spoons seen if not at his mother’s, then at his former mother-in-law’s, plates)—that teapot caused him such anguish, such a dead-end feeling of a banality coming to pass, that the woman he thought about from morning till night, who had been the measure of his every conceit for a year already, began to seem sweaty to him, vulgar, smelling of garbage-chute rot. And when he finally came to her house in the daytime (“I didn’t drive you insane with my drill, did I?”), sat down, accepted tea from a clumsy hand (white dots on red—no, that wasn’t at his mother-in-law’s, it was at his father-in-law’s mother’s house, where they went as a show of respect before the wedding and which they departed bearing a gift—two pairs of prewar-era men’s socks), he deliberately sat facing the stove, facing the teapot, so that teapot would burn him like the self-lacerating barb of a monk tormented by visions. He even decided to talk to her about this teapot, this very teapot, and said, “We have the same teapot.” She answered, “You mentioned that already” (he had never said anything of the kind). Then he wanted to talk about the cups, the socks, the elevator, but nothing seemed to work, because Vadik, a handsome chubby-cheeked ten-year-old boy, kept running in and out of the kitchen, kept dragging in half-finished models, books of some kind, magazines with diagrams and instructions, and spoke so loudly and so glibly, resembled his mother and father so little in his puffy-lipped self-confidence that the thought of a different neighbor, another one, flashed by. Every time Vadik ran in and spread out his treasures on the somewhat sticky oilcloth in front of him, the table would shake—and that seemed like the worst thing of all. She pretended to be preoccupied with Vadik, like she was showing Vadik off. He endured it silently, didn’t even open his mouth so as not to encourage this unpleasant glib child, when suddenly he heard high-pitched tones, and almost a scream, and, quivering in Vadik’s self-confident voice, wounded tears. He made himself listen: “in the pit, in the pit,” at first he thought that the piglet had dug something up or fallen into something, but then understood that this was about Kuprin. “There can’t be a mistake,” his mother, already regretting everything that was happening, told him. “There can’t be a mistake in a book, a hundred people check every single book, I’m telling you, go look again,” but the quivering self-confident little voice insisted that instead of “went” it said “wen” and then a blank and then “t,” a blank between “n” and “t,” on page three hundred twenty-seven, a blank, like the space between two words, just like between two words, “n” and “t”—and nothing in between. “Don’t argue, Vadik, don’t argue, go check again, don’t argue!” The boy ran away and started to rummage in his parents’ room noisily, whimpering, digging through something soft, moving something hard. This was unbearable to listen to; he sat, eyes lowered; the teapot, cold and empty, turned away with its little purple flowers toward the wall, and he searched for something else that might catch his eye so that he wouldn’t have to look at the woman, as she kept listening to her son’s rummaging and moving the solitary, stupid saucer around the table. Vadik ran in, all puffy with tears, and started up again with the “n” and the “t” and the blank between them, and she said, “So you’ve lost the book, too, go look for it and don’t come back until you’ve found it,” and then shouted after the bawling Vadik, “Don’t come back without the book!” The boy ran off to the parents’ room and it sounded like he threw something at something else; and all of a sudden, he noticed a tattered dark-blue volume with gold stripes on the kitchen table under a damp dishtowel. She intercepted his glance, furtively grabbed the dishtowel and the Kuprin and moved them down, under the table, onto the empty stool by the radiator. “Well, talk,” she said. “Just talk already.” Here Vadik burst into the kitchen, choking down tears, and began to rush around among the kitchen cabinets, opening doors, looking under the table. Then he stood up, said he would be right back, went upstairs and on the sideboard, behind the family albums, found the same volume of the same Kuprin with the same “Pit,” and on page three hundred twenty-seven discovered a blank between “w” and “e”—”w,” then a blank, then “ent.” After thirty minutes that same woman called him from downstairs, said that she and Vadik were worried—where did he disappear to and was he having some kind of problem? He answered that a pipe had burst in his tub and that he couldn’t come down today. He hoped it hadn’t leaked into their apartment.

GO TO SLEEP

But even solitude—his great love, his pure dove, in whose name he had been willing to do anything, anything—here, in prison, solitude was betraying him. True, only at night and only for one unpleasant second—when in the dark, practically sleepwalking, he would turn his back to the toilet, and realize that, out of habit, he hadn’t flushed for fear of waking his wife.

UNTIL NEXT TIME

He was watching them from his very crooked, horribly uncomfortable little bench and thinking that this love of theirs for the swings no longer had anything in common with the child’s passion for flight and fear and squealing; it was sheer coquetry, pretending to “be little”—plus, most likely, an opportunity to show off their legs; he was also thinking that this was exactly why the playground in front of his building—and probably all the playgrounds in this city—invariably became such a hot spot in the evenings. But they weren’t even trying to swing, these girls—they were just sitting on the swings, talking. The conversation was somehow nasty, he couldn’t hear anything, but he could see from their faces that it was a nasty conversation. Three of them—strapping, long-armed and strong-legged, their caricature-like school uniforms with their little white aprons and white knee socks looking suggestive—which was evidently how they wanted it—while the red-and-gold “Graduate” sashes stretched tight across their chests. But he wasn’t looking at those three, it was the fourth—small, agile, with a very pretty, but at the same time imperceptibly mean, cunning little mug. In the twilight her round eyes, lined with something blue and sparkly, looked sunken. There was something about her that was sharply, intuitively unpleasant to him. He was glad she wasn’t looking at him, and secretly hoped that she couldn’t see him at all. Over the course of this long day her three compatriots had already gotten quite rumpled, their salon hairdos disheveled, and only she remained fresh, spiffy-clean, her curls orderly, her bows plush. The others called her “Little One,” he heard them calling her “Little One,” he couldn’t make out anything else, just felt surprised that the conversation, which was obviously nasty, was proceeding so quietly and without swearing, and it suddenly occurred to him that this resembled a trial. The three large girls slowly got off their swings and surrounded Little One, she sat alone before them, hanging her head lower and lower, and when all three of them abruptly pulled her off the swings onto the sand, with a single jerk, he felt that he had nothing to do with this scene, that something important and righteous was occurring there, something he had no right to meddle in. It took them several seconds to stop getting in each other’s way, pushing and scrambling—and then one of them was kicking Little One methodically in the thigh, the second one was lashing her on the shoulder with the strap of her bag, and the third one, drawing her foot back the same distance each time, was assiduously kicking Little One between the shoulder blades with the tip of her shoe. But he kept sitting on the bench, frozen, and could neither blink nor move, and only when Little One cried out “Daddy, Daddy!” did he jump up and grab her, already abandoned, crying, one cheek bloodied, picked her up from under the swings, helped her up, hugged her, and took her home.

BANG

To Gavrilov

He ended up squeezed between two seats. The one in front had split and turned inside out. He was squeezed into an unbearable, contorted position, but on the other hand he had ended up between two soft surfaces. He spent the time it took for them to reach him—seven and a half hours, with dogs, a bottle of water lowered on a rope, assurances that everything would be OK—thinking about two things. First, that the callus on his right pinkie hurt, meaning he could feel that pinkie, which was important. And second, that he had never applauded during landings, and hadn’t applauded this time, either, and that mattered.

SLASHER

The hardest place to get the blood out from wasn’t under the nails, but from the finely engraved designs in the ring, gone dull under the cold water. The blood was menstrual, and the ring was from another marriage.

NOBODY’S THERE

If anyone was still alive on the day after the End of the World, and if this person asked him how to explain to future generations what the inhabitants of Earth had felt on that nightmarish evening, and if he himself was still alive to answer this question, and if, moreover, the thought of future generations didn’t seem idiotic to him on its face, he would say, “One of my sons stole my car.”

AND THAT’S IT

He couldn’t work knowing that that thing was lying in one of his desk drawers, he couldn’t use the bathroom if that thing was stowed in the bathroom cabinet, he couldn’t even endure its presence in the old cupboard on the balcony, he constantly felt like it was going to explode, as if it could. He couldn’t rent a safety deposit box at the bank and put the thing there, because he knew that then the ponderous metal safe-box would take up residence right inside his head. On the fourth day, he rented an eleven-hundred-square-foot meat locker thirty miles outside town (negative four degrees, for three years) and took the thing there. They gave him a card and a code, he opened the airtight door, clamped his eyes shut, threw the thing inside, locked the door and dashed to the stairs, but got the feeling that the thing was lying too close to the door. So he went back, opened the door again, lifted the thing, carried it over to the farthest corner of the locker and covered it with his coat. Then, on reflection, he covered it with his blazer, then his shirt, then himself.

DONE AND DONE

It was later, in heaven, that they got to talking about whether it had had any meaning, and all signs pointed to no, it hadn’t.

AHEAD OF TIME

He came back shell-shocked, but all decorated, covered in medals, a real hunk. His future wife had been a sniper, a woman with an iron fist. Over five years of shooting, her palm had turned black and shiny as a glove from the dirt, gunpowder, and sweat that had worked themselves into it; his future wife would tell guys trying to hit on her, “I’ll twist your nuts off.” She and her future husband were discharged from the hospital on the same day; he noticed her in the courtyard, she had her back to him. He saw a head wrapped in bandages and her ears, red from the spring wind above the upturned collar of her greatcoat. Afterward, she would often repeat the phrase he first addressed her with (she had a good memory for phrases): “Excuse me, would you be so kind as to lend me a light?” The whole family learned that phrase from her by heart; many years later their twin sons, learning to smoke in the basement of a brand-new five-story building where their father and mother, both decorated heroes, had received an enormous subsidized apartment, used the words “Would you be so kind …” as a code phrase—let’s go smoke; one time their mother heard them and each of them got a black leathery palm to the side of the head.

Back then, in the courtyard of an indoor pool that had been converted into a hospital, she turned to him, saw his bandaged head and the chilly protruding ears, and asked what tree he had kindly knocked his head against. He said, “I could tell from behind that you were a lady” (this phrase would also appear in her stories, but somehow didn’t catch on). Both joined the general staff because of their wounds, both had heads injured on the left side and would embrace on their “good” sides their whole lives through. Both had degrees in philosophy, the Party took up a lot of their time, plus her head injury resulted in a severely damaged sense of smell, which made her cook very badly, so they preferred to eat in the Party canteen, later his aide started bringing them takeaway boxes home for dinner—after the twins were born. He disliked the medals and decorations from peacetime—“third anniversary of the defense of this,” “fifth anniversary of the taking of that,” whereas she liked them, received them gladly and invited those who had served with her over to drink and celebrate. Some of these honors were awarded to both of them at once, some only to him or only to her. Twice in the course of their lives together he went on a dramatic and very sudden bender, the second time he almost got into big trouble, but within two or three months he would pull himself together. After his head was injured he couldn’t hear well for a while, then his hearing came back and only severe headaches remained, and also he always slept very little; at night, to occupy himself, he would burn beautiful, regular designs into the lids of wood boxes, achieving great mastery; they wrote about him in the paper, a handicrafts museum acquired a couple of the boxes, some mathematician wrote an article about his designs; they brought him a gray mathematical journal, he understood nothing but felt good looking at the diagrams.

He shot himself at the end of July, roughly three weeks ahead of the tenth anniversary of the battle victory at the heroic city of Kursk. Neat, clean-shaven, clad in uniform, she thought he was sitting up very straight on his stool when she came home after the call from the police: the housekeeper had found him, but until the wife got there, no one moved the body—out of respect. In the basement where the sons would go to smoke every night and where he would descend to create his intricate boxes, they sealed everything up and rummaged around for a long time: there were suspicions that he had shot himself after committing treason; she was interrogated at length, they confiscated several unfinished boxes, which they searched for a false bottom. It was very scary, but they didn’t find anything, returned the papers and boxes, said, “The shell shock got him.” Just in case, she burned some of his papers then and there, in the concrete basement, burned them up quietly early in the morning, when the smoke would have surprised no one, kept certain things to show to the twins, hid others well; donated the boxes to the handicrafts museum. As for the several dozen notebooks, pocked with neatly arranged squares and circles—she spent a long time looking through them, wanted to send them to Odessa to that mathematician, maybe he could use them; but when it came time for the funeral and they brought the velvet pillow, she understood, having dumped his medals onto the bed (his were kept in a shoebox, hers in an empty pasta box), that thirty-six of them could be placed on the pillow in a perfect square; as for the thirty-seventh one, it was totally unclear where it could even go.

CAREFUL

He woke up the way he had done as a child following a long bedtime cry—not just exhausted, with swollen painful eyes, but also with a false sense of high fever. It made no sense to spend fifteen minutes covering his face with a pillow, persuading himself to cancel his first appointment—he never canceled appointments unless he was really very sick. He slid off the bed, made it to the closet on all fours and allowed himself to put on yesterday’s shirt. Having barely overcome the wish to start down the stairs the same way, on all fours, he hoisted himself to standing in two jerks and, hardly seeing the stairs through heavy, swollen lids, went downstairs from the apartment into his tiny office. Here it turned out that even last night, monstrously drunk and harrowed by crying, he had not only forced himself to go upstairs to his apartment to sleep, but also, in the end, put his office in order: in particular, he threw away the empty bottle and placed his notes on his first appointment on the arm of his chair. There was practically no time left before the arrival of his first patient. He felt a certain gratitude, not unmixed with disgust, toward yesterday’s nighttime self, sank into the chair, stretched out his legs, closed his eyes, ­drawing out the last minutes of intoxication with his own sorrow—and suddenly realized that when he was lying on the rug and bawling yesterday, he had emptied the tissue box that always sat on the table in front of the patient. He forced himself to open his eyes, picked the folder up from the armrest and hurriedly looked through his notes on R.’s last three visits. R.’s restraint was undoubtedly of a pathological nature, and R. supplanted normal expressions of emotion with long rational pontifications. But today—and this he knew for certain—today R. would finally burst into tears.

DIFFERENTIAL

It all began with the senseless but draining fear that everyone he talked to on the phone was trying to conclude the conversation by stating some hyperspecialized, encyclopedic fact.

THE PROMISE

When he still lay in the thick, dark waters, he received a promise from the Lord. The Lord’s promise was round, heavy, flat on both sides, and rough around the edges. At first the promise didn’t fit into his little fist, but he squeezed it and grew and grew, and the promise finally settled itself comfortably into his palm—as comfortably, he thought, as the entire life ahead of him would settle into his palm, life with all its joys and good deeds, for which he had received his reward from the Lord as an advance. Then came the night when he, suddenly awake, realized he was suffocating, that his body was being pulled down like a stone, that the smooth walls of the room were contracting and releasing, pushing him out. In his horror he curled up into a ball and shut his eyes so tightly that his head rang. He was being pushed and pulled, pushed and pulled somewhere, he was lying swaddled in his own fear, that deathly dullness that descends on everyone that the world, all of a sudden, starts irrevocably and furiously ridding itself of. Suddenly he realized that, in his fright, he had accidentally loosened his grip and dropped the Lord’s promise. He began to fumble around fitfully with his little hands, squirming, writhing, trying to grasp the neat, round thing in the fading darkness. He kicked the soft walls with his feet, hoping to push them aside and discover the promise in the slippery folds of the room that was closing forever. Somewhere out there these blows produced screams full of fear and anticipation. Suddenly someone grabbed his foot, turned him, pulled him and drew him out into the light. For a second everything seemed so awful to him that he forgot the lost promise and decided to die immediately, but they kept preventing him. They wanted something from him, jiggled him, slapped him, stuck their fingers in his mouth, slapped him again. He himself wanted something unbearably, something that was itself trying to get out—it even seemed to him that his own body was contracting and releasing, pushing that something out of itself, and finally he erupted in an unhappy, bitter cry, which those in the room were long unable to calm.

He could spend hours lying pressed against his mother’s belly, embracing it. Even when he was put on her breast, he, no sooner sated, would crawl toward her belly again, so that his mother would joke that when she slept she still felt pregnant and could sleep only on her side or back. Every night before bed he made his mother tell him the story of how he came into the world—he preferred this story to any lullaby or book, and always wished he could be told it from the end to the beginning; however, he was completely uninterested in the moment of his conception, and his mother, to her relief, didn’t have to deal with this slippery subject. She got used to always starting the story with how he, once extracted from the womb, raised a terrible cry (“I even began to cry with you, my heart was bursting with pity for you; you cried as though you had fallen in among strangers, I even thought that you hated me”—here he would hug his mother’s belly tightly, calming her, but he never told her, of course, the actual reason behind his newborn tears). He would ask: “And before that?” and listen to the story of how he struggled there, inside, as though he had changed his mind about coming out, and how the doctor had to stick his hand in there, into the belly, grab onto his leg and turn him carefully so that he would finally come out. He remembered that moment well—the hand on his ankle, the hope slipping through his fingers. “And before that?” he would ask, and his mother would say that, before that, he had begun his birth very, very gently, as in a dream, and here he would ask again: “And before that?” and his mother would say with a smile: “And before that you lived in here,” and would place her hand on her belly. In that moment the delightful and torturous feeling of loss would wash over him, and for a second it would be as though the rough roundness of the Lord’s promise touched the edges of his palm: the palm grew, but the promise always covered it completely, barely fitting—but always fitting in the end, so that, squeezing his hand shut, he was able to hide the dim light from the avid eyes of strangers. He was an easy child—very quiet, very adult, very bright, and constantly asked his mother to give him a little brother or sister. His mother was touched, especially when he would talk about how he would love this new child, take care of him, help raise him. His mother would say that the baby would cry at night and take away the time that they spent together now, would demand to play with his toys, but he would only look at his mother seriously and pleadingly, and she was already imagining holding the little one at her breast (a girl, of course), her son lying nearby, hugging her once-again emptied belly. And that’s how it was: she got pregnant with a girl, and her son hugged her growing belly so tightly and often that it started to get on her nerves. Later he tempered his ardor but would still come to her when she was resting or sleeping, press his face against her belly and think. He thought a single thought, fixedly and attentively, repeated the same words with emphasis, and it took him an unbelievable amount of effort not to press on the belly where his sister lived with his hard, protruding forehead. He thought and thought, and gradually his tiny sister—who couldn’t even square her shoulders or open her huge eyes with protuberant, transparent, fishlike lids—began to think back to him. He kept reciting and reciting the same instructions, time after time, day after day, and demanded that she repeat them after him, learn them by heart, not mix anything up, and she would promise him every day not to mix anything up. Gradually she learned it all by heart; he thought to her there, in his mom’s belly: “What a good girl you are,” and “I love you so much,” and she would answer him from in there, from the belly, that she loved him even more. That was how she learned to smile. When the time came and the walls of her room began to contract, and she herself, a little fish in a waterless space, began to drop down to somewhere outside, she didn’t have to struggle and tremble, causing her mother pain, because her brother had told her what would happen and how, and she had nothing to be afraid of. Everything happened exactly how he promised, and she was born very quickly and very easily. They shook her, slapped her, clapped her on the back, slapped her again, they tried to open her mouth with a tiny tongue depressor, they pressed on her chest, they squeezed her cheekbones from the sides, but she didn’t loosen her grip for a second: her toothless little mouth remained tightly shut, like she had promised her brother. She didn’t cry and didn’t start breathing, and finally they put her on the table in the living room, having dressed her in white and swaddled her, and now she really looked like a fish, a smooth fish with a little human face and shiny little wisps of black hair. His mother was sobbing in the bedroom; they asked him, didn’t he want to go and lie next to her, but he responded to this proposal with indifference. He waited until everyone had left the bedroom, got up on a chair and bent over his sister. Her little mouth, with the dried droplets of blood on its wounded, puffy little lips, was half open. He carefully stuck his finger inside, pushed it into her cheek and felt his promise—it was round, flat, rough. He carefully took it out of his sister’s mouth and placed it on his palm. It was as he had imagined it, maybe even a little bigger. He clasped the promise in his fist and now no one could see it. Then he slowly bent his knees, collapsed onto the chair, awkwardly lowered his legs down, but, without climbing down onto the floor, began to cry bitterly and hysterically. Every time he brought his little fist to his eyes, the tears poured from them more abundantly, and his piteous cries became even louder. He had had such an unbelievable, such a beautiful, such an amazing sister, the most loyal, the most trustworthy sister in the world—and now she was gone.

ON THE QUESTION OF THE POSSIBLE INSUFFICIENCY OF PHYSICAL REALITY AS EXPRESSED BY THE RATIO OF HEISENBERG’S UNCERTAINTY PRINCIPLE

“Everyone I’ve ever loved,” she said, “just didn’t seem to get that when two people begin to constantly observe, discuss, and minutely deconstruct their relationship, the relationship itself starts to change under the influence of these endless conversations; and by the way, none of it produces any answers, though it gradually brings love into a state of appalling disrepair.”

“Jeez,” he said. “Such pathos.”

THE CON IS ON

When business would get really bad—which, strangely enough, did happen, though he was considered a rather important musician and normally didn’t lack for concerts—he would call Gosha, and Gosha would set up two or three performances at corporate events, where it was guaranteed that no one would recognize him. He could afford not to drag out these performances, unlike the official ones, the pathos-filled ones in the conservatory: try as he might to hide it from himself, with age it was getting harder for him to sit cross-legged for long periods. On the other hand, at the corporate events, with their chaotic atmosphere, there was always the risk of losing one of the twenty thimbles, meticulously selected over the years to fit each digit. Mostly, the ones to get lost would be those hardest to replace: the larger ones, intended for the big toes. Fortunately, he had been smart enough at some point to buy three instead of just two of those souvenir monstrosities in Prague, for future use. If worse came to worst, he even had a fourth thimble, a rather oversized copper one of uncertain provenance, from back in the day when he had just invented the chalcophone and was entertaining the enchanted, agreeable tourists in Yalta with “Flight of the Bumblebee.” Sometimes he would use this specific thimble for his performance, and then it wasn’t only his fingers that hummed when they hit his toes, but everything around, everything around would hum.

GIMME TWENTY

He started believing in God when he realized that after every new wave of hoarse shrieking that ended in a hysterical, spit-spurting “Drop and gimme twenty!” he could, face exhaustedly planted into the sickening hash of the October parade ground, for totally inexplicable reasons, smell the dizzyingly pure fragrance of lilacs.

WE CAN’T EVEN IMAGINE HEIGHTS LIKE THAT

All day he walked around with a mysterious look and got on everyone’s nerves so much with his enigmatic hints that during the last break Big Marina pressed him against the map closet and began to tickle him. He yelped, writhed, breathless with shrieking laughter, but didn’t crack, and after school they had to trail after him to the vacant lot. He dragged them past the bottles, paper scraps, past the broken-off mannequin arms that instantly attracted everyone’s attention, past all sorts of off-color trash to a ginormous rock about his own size. He said it was a meteorite.

“Imagine,” he said, “just imagine from how high up this meteorite fell! We can’t even imagine heights like that.”

He told us that according to his scientific calculations, this meteorite fell to earth literally yesterday.

“If the meteorite fell to earth yesterday, then why has it already grown into the ground?” caustically asked Big Marina, a fat, strapping girl forced to live by her wits. Then he said that when a meteorite falls, time around it flows faster. A day is like a month, or maybe even a year. Or three. He said that science doesn’t have the most exact data yet.

That night he returned to the vacant lot, spread his jacket out on the ground, hugged the meteorite and lay there right up until morning. He got very cold, but those seven years were worth it.

EMERGENCY

“Lift your arm, please,” he said. Whimpering, she placed her hand on her head. “A little higher,” he said.

She quickly straightened her arm and even stretched out a scooped-out palm like a schoolgirl trying to get called on.

He slowly palpated the breast in a circular motion. The part that pained her felt totally normal to him, the nipple wasn’t misshapen, there didn’t appear to be any discharge, the pale, soft, smooth skin was cool to the touch. He shifted his fingers to the armpit and then, in circular movements, back to the nipple, constantly ­repeating, “Good, good,” while she sniffled, trying to inhale a small drop hanging under her nostril; finally, she couldn’t take it anymore and stretched her free left hand to the toilet paper roll, ripping off a miniscule piece, trying not to move her torso and hinder the exam.

“Good, good,” he said. “You can get dressed. I don’t see anything wrong. Really, nothing. You should definitely get checked, everyone should get checked regularly, but I don’t see any lumps.”

She stuffed her palpated breast willy-nilly into her bra cup, quickly unrolled another ribbon of grayish toilet paper, blew her nose thoroughly and heaved a heavy, ragged sigh. He began to wash his hands. She said to his back:

“I’m horribly ashamed. I’m so ashamed. Please forgive me, I’m horribly ashamed. I was just adjusting myself and I thought I felt … and I got so scared. I’m such an idiot. I’m so ashamed, please forgive me.”

He remembered how the waiter began to dash from table to table after she shouted so the whole room could hear, “Is there a doctor here? Please, is there a doctor here?” You would think that the waiter would first rush over to her, instead of running among the tables bawling, “Is there a doctor? Is there a doctor?”

On the other hand, he thought, that’s stupid. That’s what waiters are for.

TOMORROW, LET’S SAY

For Zlata

“I’ve seen with my own eyes how the sky darkens and birds stop singing when the gates of the Prosecutor General’s office open and the six-car motorcade starts to move slowly toward the Kremlin,” she said.

He looked at her—she was small, inappropriately lively in the frozen pomp of his enormous office—and thought: wouldn’t it be great to take this dummy away someplace. To some island. Move all his dough out fast, cash it all in, buy an island, and fucking take off with this dummy.

EVERY SINGLE DAY

Yesterday she had bought an espresso machine and five identical coffee cups—fat, heavy, grotesquely expensive, but she wasn’t sorry about the money. Now all the cups stood before her in a little row, each one on its own saucer, each full of espresso. She had some doubts about the milk, carefully foamed in a special little pitcher: the foam seemed too dense to her, but this, she decided, was better than foam that was too thin. She ruined the first cup literally in two seconds—the hand with the little pitcher faltered, and the line that was supposed to turn into the petal of a large brown flower on the white cap of foam went crooked. On the second cup she managed to create two petals out of four before the foam began to creep over the rim. On the third cup, the phone rang.

“Yes,” she said into the phone.

“Mrs. Darnton?” the phone asked.

“Yes,” she said. “This is Mrs. Darnton.” The phone was silent for a bit.

“Mrs. Darnton,” said the phone. “This is Inspector Milvers. We spoke yesterday.”

“Yes, I remember it well,” she said in a friendly tone.

The phone was again silent for a bit, then continued:

“And the day before.”

“And the day before,” she agreed easily, slapping the sole of her slipper impatiently against her heel: the foam was just about to begin collapsing, and then she’d have to start all over again.

“Mrs. Darnton,” the phone said, “I’m afraid you haven’t understood. We have discovered a body we believe to be your husband’s. It is imperative that you come identify it.”

“Definitely,” she said. “Definitely. I will definitely come by today.”

IF ONLY

Of course, she won’t try to dissuade him—she’ll just say something mild, something totally insignificant, which will make him immediately stop liking the tie all by himself. But what a tie! It’s the ideal tie—just expensive enough, personal too. He knows his brother, his brother will be just ecstatic.

He decided to buy the tie as soon as she headed to the bathroom—he’d suggest that she pop in so that afterwards they could wander the gigantic halls of the museum without a care. They had already spent no less than half an hour in the store, deciding who would get what. It was decided that the little silk doll, no bigger than a pinkie finger, would go to his mother, the surprisingly inexpensive glass brooch to his sister; the notepad with coarse, “writerly” paper would make Mila go into raptures. Before they knew it, the delicate task of acquiring souvenirs was behind them.

He approached his wife (little hands clasped at the small of her back, straight nose almost touching the glass of a tchotchke-filled case), bent toward her in almost the same pose and asked softly, “Want to go to the bathroom? I’ll wait for you by the checkout.” She tore herself away from the knickknacks, nodded, stuck her purse in his hands, and they moved toward the door leading out of the store and into the museum hall.

She had just enough time to sneak a peek at a couple of silk blouses with a Magritte print, to brush the fingers of her left hand, in passing, over a lovely transparent table, to stroke a cascade of silk ties with her right hand—and, her index finger hooking that exact one, in light blue, half turned and said, “Look at that. If only your father were still alive.”

NOTHING SPECIAL

“Do you do anything special for birthdays?” she asked.

He quickly went through the possible options in his head. There wasn’t anything suitable on the menu, their café didn’t even offer birthday discounts, but sometimes Mark would spring for a “fruit bomb” with a little golden candle—especially if the revelers showed up in a big group and it looked like they’d run up a big bill. But at six in the morning Mark naturally wasn’t there yet.

“Sorry,” he said, “I’m afraid we don’t really have anything.”

She stuck out her lips in a sad, understanding half-smile, tucked a short strand of hair behind her ear, and carefully picked up the coffee cup by its thin, inconvenient handle. At that point he went to the back, dug around in his backpack and brought her a little nut-filled chocolate bar left over from his hasty breakfast on the empty train.

APROPOS OF NOTHING

“Our first fight,” she said, “happened on our way to see my mom at the hospital.”

THE LITTLE TENOR

He was facing the audience, but of course he couldn’t see anyone, just hot blinding light. That light and the enormous, enormous music, coming from below and flooding the stage in waves, made him suddenly start floating, almost pulling away from the floor. The sound gathering strength in his chest became unbearably full, he marveled at this fullness and luxuriated in letting the sound out—in a long, ecstatic “Aaaaaaaaaaa!” that made his own ears pop drunkenly. At that moment his mom’s hands grabbed him from behind and actually lifted him into the air, so abruptly that he bit the tip of his tongue and began to bawl heartrendingly. The spots of the stage lights were still in his eyes, he couldn’t see anything in the semidarkness backstage, someone was laughing, his mother kept repeating: “God, I am so, so sorry,” and “Misha, you should be ashamed, how could you just go out there?” and again—“God, I am so, so sorry.” Through the blur of tears all he could make out was Kirill guffawing, then turning serious and crossing into that light with enormous steps, his gold chainmail just flashing once, dimly—like the tail of a golden fish slipping out of one’s hands, like a poisoned needle of envy and umbrage.

ALMOST

The light got brighter, she didn’t feel the pain at all, just an amused and guarded excitement like in childhood when you’re speeding down a hill, and everything around is so unreal, and precipitous, and smooth. The doors swung open before her gurney, those who were pushing it forward were hurriedly exchanging half-understandable phrases that were at once alarming and magical. The person running along on the gurney’s right side was holding a clipboard, the white mask covering the lower half of his face sucked in and puffed out with each breath. She had already given him her age, address, marital status: without looking, he made some notes on his clipboard.

“Mr. Lenter, are you interested in reincarnation, and if so, do you have any preferences?” yelled the clipboard holder, skillfully dodging a second gurney that was speeding toward them.

“Wait, I can become anyone at all?” she asked in amazement, cupping her palm around her eyes and trying to make him out in the intensifying white glow. The gurney flew through yet another door.

“Mr. Lenter,” said the clipboard holder with some irritation, “it’s standard procedure: first we ask for preferences, and then a special committee makes the decision. Concentrate, please.”

WE’RE RUNNING LATE

“Not her,” he said. “Not her, what can I say. She’s going to kvetch. Someone else, come on.”

“Who else is there?” she said lazily, poking him in the shoulder to say: top of the escalator, careful. They stepped off onto the half-empty Saturday platform.

“So what does this mean,” he said. “We were all ready to go—and now it turns out we have no one to invite?”

“This is no good,” she said, craning her neck to see whether their train was approaching through the tunnel. “Other people socialize, invite people, and we don’t.”

His phone rang in his pocket, the ring drowned out by the noise of the arriving train. He took it out hastily and looked at the screen.

“Well?” she asked. “Who is it?”

“Nobody,” he said, taking her by the arm and leading her into the car. “Just the alarm.”

CYST

She decided to tell Katrina everything the next morning at breakfast. Then she decided she would tell her on Monday before sending her off to school, so the girl would have something to distract her. Then she decided not to tell her at all—just to pretend everything was OK and tell her the truth in a month or two, when there wouldn’t be any choice. That was the decision she settled on. She opened the apartment door extra slowly, holding her breath, so it wouldn’t creak, but Katrina wasn’t asleep anyway, rose from the couch to meet her, the TV remote plopped on the ground. She smiled with all her might.

“Sorry I didn’t call,” she said. “Some mother! But I thought you were out somewhere.”

“No,” said Katrina. “No, I’m here.”

“Great,” she said. “Everything is great. Everything is great, can you believe it? It was just a calcification, a cyst.”

“A cyst,” said Katrina.

“A cyst,” she said. “Just a calcification. I was so happy I just went off to the movies, if you can believe it.”

“What’d you see?” asked Katrina, squatting down for the remote but not taking her eyes off her.

She almost growled through the bared teeth of her joyful smile.

“Some people,” she said sternly, “are up way past their bedtime. I won’t be able to get those people out of bed tomorrow at seven-fifteen, not even by force. What do those people think about that?”

“Listen,” said Katrina. “Will you give me that skirt for tomorrow?”

“You won’t sit in the grass?” she asked with feigned distrust.

“What grass?” said Katrina dolefully. “Seven classes and a presentation.”

Then she clambered out of the skirt, stuffed it into her daughter’s hands, awkwardly pressed the girl to her—hard, with her whole body, as though she were still five or six—and quickly went to her bedroom. And while she struggled to quell the bitter chill, lying under her icy blanket in the blind darkness that pressed on her from above, in the next room her daughter was staring at the fringe knit along the whole front of the skirt in crooked, jerky, tangled knots, and didn’t want to understand—and already understood completely.

A WIND BLEW OUT OF A CLOUD

The girl had no papers with her, and her fingerprints weren’t in the system. She was about six, maybe seven. Clean and neat, only her hair was very tangled and her white sneakers were all covered in dirt, as though she had spent a long time wending her way through the park or had just tramped across several lawns.

“Heya,” he said, squatting down in front of the girl and smiling broadly. “I’m Peter, what’s your name?”

The girl didn’t move.

“Do you like it here?” he asked. “I actually like this room. Don’t tell anyone, but sometimes I come here to rest and talk to Mr. Longears.” He nodded at the large, soft, gangly rabbit in one of the colorful children’s armchairs.

The girl didn’t move.

“I think,” he said, “that I should introduce you two.”

He stretched his arm out and grabbed the rabbit, put it on his knee and waved to the girl with a floppy, fuzzy paw.

“Hi there!” said Mr. Longears in a silly voice. “My name is Mr. Longears! And what’s your name?”

The girl didn’t move.

“Let me try to guess,” he said, putting the rabbit back. “Let’s see, let’s see …” he pretended to scrutinize the girl’s face. “I bet it’s Mary!”

The girl didn’t move.

“Of course it’s not Mary!” he said. “It’s probably Kate!”

The girl didn’t move.

“Oh no, no, not Kate!” he said. “How could I be so wrong! You’re clearly a Jessie!”

The girl didn’t move.

He exchanged a glance with the nurse standing by the door; she was looking at them sympathetically.

“Very, very strange!” he said. “But if it’s not Mary or Kate or Jessie, then you must have some totally amazing name! Maybe it’s Christina Clementine?”

The girl didn’t move.

“Or maybe even Margaret Eulalia!” he said. His ankles started to fall asleep, and he sat down on the blue rug patterned with little orange parrots.

The girl didn’t move.

“Darlene Sue?” he asked. The method was clearly not working, the girl wasn’t getting into the game.

“Hippolyta Dee?” he asked, losing hope. “Annabel Lee?”

The girl started abruptly and looked at him in astonishment with enormous dark eyes.

DROP BY DROP

He handed her the towel, she threw it over her shoulders, rubbed down one arm, then the other with one edge, then used the other end to blot between her thighs; climbed out of the tub onto the squishy rubber mat and began toweling off her hair energetically.

“I thought everyone used them,” he said.

She swung her tangled damp hair back, almost catching him in the face, hung the towel on a hook, took the blue package of pads from him and, rising onto her tiptoes, carefully placed it on the highest shelf of the cabinet, putting it behind the packet of pine-scented bath salts.

“No,” she said. “Not everyone uses them. Your wife uses them. Please, go back and buy the same kind, only with three drops inside the little circle instead of two.”

BY LAST NAME

She kept sitting there and looking at those papers, at those impossible papers—decrees, awards, reports, photographs—those papers with names that had long since become a black-blood-bloated myth, those decrees signed with the same name she’d had before marriage (one letter off, that’s how it was spelled on her birth certificate, he had been furious), those photographs where he stands among people whose faces were later erased from the grandiose, many-figured canvases, and then among those who erased those faces from those canvases, he is always standing just right of center, in such a frightening, portentous place, and he doesn’t smile—not like in those other, familiar photographs, where he’s holding her in one arm and Lenka in the other, where Grandma is laughing, standing on her tiptoes, her chin on his shoulder. It was already night, but she kept sitting there and looking at those damned papers that smelled of decay and something else, something simultaneously bureaucratic and dead—like a bureaucracy beyond the pale, that’s what. She kept sitting there and thinking—how was it possible not to understand? How could she not have understood? Suddenly she remembered Toshka: she was five years old when her little dog Toshka died, and he had wanted to comfort her and said that Toshka had been appointed director of a sausage store. She did not reevaluate this fact until she was something like fifteen. It wasn’t that she was dumb, it was just that that’s what he’d said, and plus, it’s just impossible, I mean. Just impossible.

OR TEA

He rescued her from a pickpocket, literally caught him by the hand when the man had already opened her purse. There was a loud dustup in the train car, from which they emerged victorious. Then he walked her from the subway to the store, the store turned out to be closed, and now they’ve been strolling along the same two streets and two side streets for three hours already—first in one direction, then in the other, in a loop. It’s time for her to go home, they’ve already done seven loops and decided that, OK, they’ll go for ten—and she’ll be on her way.

“Now it’s your turn,” she said.

“When I was six I killed my sister,” he said.

She burst out laughing.

“That’s not fair play!” she said coyly, drawling the words. “I told you a real secret, and look what you did.”

“Mine is real too,” he said.

She stopped (it was the end of the second side street, on the eighth loop) and said in an unexpectedly low-pitched voice:

“Bullshit.”

“Alas,” he said. “Alas, no. And I’ve never told anyone about it, only you just now.”

For a while they stood on the corner of the second side street and the first street and looked at one another silently. Then she asked, almost in a whisper:

“Why?”

“I had to,” he said. “It’s a long and boring story, just please take my word for it.”

She turned her head sharply as though looking for a space where she might find more air.

“It’s really time for me to go,” she said.

“High time,” he said. “Plus it’s nearly raining already.”

She opened her purse for some reason. A couple of drops managed to slap against the leather of her wallet.

“Unless,” she said, “we want to get a coffee somewhere.”

“I think,” he said, “we do.”

AT THE NEXT ONE

He had just gotten on the escalator when he realized that this was Taganka Station, not Tula Station. It was too late to start pushing his way back through the crowd, he looked at his watch and mentally cursed himself three times. He raced down the escalator in the other direction, a dense crowd had exited the train that had just arrived, he carefully threaded his way through, stepped on someone’s outraged feet, but the train had already left. It was just after six, even if he had been at Tula Station right this second, he was already guaranteed to be late. “I could just forget about it,” he thought, counting the minutes feverishly. “I could just forget it, after all, it’s so stupid—a floor lamp! He disappears for ten years without a trace, and then, presto! And like he’s going to care if I have a floor lamp?”—But he was already being shoved into the train car, one woman smelled nauseatingly of vanilla perfume, a tinny voice said “platform on the right,” he nearly howled, made his way out, pressed his fingers hard into his eyes.

“Get it together!” he said to himself. “Just get it together!” If he went home right now, he could take a shower, calmly make sure the apartment looked OK, maybe shift some books around.

“Disgusting, you’re forty, saying something so disgusting!” he thought. “Shifting books around!”—But of course he’ll shift them, give the French ones more visibility. He could go back to Tula Station and get on the Ring line, or he could take the orange line down and get onto the Ring. The thought of going back was disgusting, he had gotten sweaty, and there was nothing in his pockets he could use to wipe his snotty nose. He wiped it with his hand, switched platforms, got onto the train. “Everything is fine,” he said to himself. “Everything is fine.” He had almost calmed down when that lady asked, “Excuse me, is this Tretyakov or Turgenev Station?” Then he squeezed the bridge of his nose with his fingers as hard as he could, but the tears still kept sliding onto his lashes, nothing helped.

QUICK SILVER

To Anna K.

First it was a question of one surgery, and he almost said yes, but then they tried to broach the topic of a second and third one, about spending a year or a year and a half in recovery, that the army was ready to cover all expenses. Then he snapped, jerked the door open and wheeled himself into the living room. No one ran after him. He looked at the crystal standing in the display case, stroked the mute piano, then rolled up to the desk, plucked at the flower-appliquéd strap of his niece’s pink shirt and looked at her notebook. At the very top of the page, underlined three times, was the word “NOVEL.” The letters were gold. After that one sentence was written in blue, the second in red, the third, just then in progress, was coming out in green. All the letters were fat with a metallic sheen. The sheen made it hard to read them from here, from the side, but there definitely wasn’t a single comma in there.

“What’s your novel about?”

“It’s about this girl,” said his niece, not looking up. “She catches a little silver ball and swallows it and becomes another person.”

“Whoa,” he said, looking at the fat metallic letters. “Is it going to be a long story?”

She paused to think for a second and said with annoyance, not looking up:

“It’ll take five more markers. Don’t interrupt.”

LIKE ON AIR

To Vera

That was when Assface (that’s what she had dubbed him at the beginning of the flight and then watched, disgusted, as he licked his fingertips to turn the pages of a magazine)—anyway, that’s when Assface grabbed her by the shoulder and whispered, “Don’t worry, I’ll fly the plane now”—and suddenly shoved his fists into his armpits, like a child trying to act like a chicken. She barely had time to move, avoiding an elbow to the eye, while Assface filled his lungs with air and began to hum in a low, rumbling tone, and his humming was actually able, for a second, to drown out the panicked voices of the passengers, and that ominous sputtering, and the nearly hysterical voices of the flight attendants begging the passengers to return to their seats and fasten their seatbelts. Assface droned, “Uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!!!!!” lurching his whole body rightward when the plane would begin to roll onto its left side, or tilting himself back when everyone would be thrown forward. She suddenly caught herself whimpering along with him, lowering and raising her voice, and her horror at this fact made her miss the moment when the plane switched from abrupt side-to-side heaving to small but rhythmic jerks forward, and then gradually evened out. Only then could she unclench her fingers and unglue her eyelids. Assface was sitting in his seat with closed eyes, beads of sweat crawling down his neck. Later, at passport control, he found her, grabbed her shoulder with a sticky paw, and said, his breath stale:

“I told you, I’m a pilot.”

“Yes,” she said, “yes, of course. Thank you.”

“One time I saved a spaceship,” said Assface. “I was far away, but I could feel everything. The malfunctioning control system. I didn’t let it take off, they would all have died, I didn’t let them go. I spent three days at home after that, flat on my back.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, thank you very much.”

NOTMENOTMENOTMENOTMENOTME

He hung up the phone and started listening carefully to everything. Inside himself and outside too. Outside (behind the curtain, near the molding) he was scratching—evidently tearing at the wallpaper. For as long as he could remember, wherever he would move to, he always lived down near the molding, under the window, probably suffered from the cold in winter. But that was outside; inside everything was great: cold and empty, like in your mouth after chewing very minty gum—no, after two pieces of that gum in a row, or even after two stuck into your mouth at once.

He chewed his lips for a second, lay down on the couch and just did everything he could to make his body comfortable. Listened again: cold, nice, calm. Of course, it was distracting that he was rushing around the room, howling shrilly—a little howl and then a sputter, a little howl and then a sputter—but he closed his eyes and inhaled—luxuriantly, so deep it hurt—then exhaled, and right next to him, on the coffee table, there turned out to be cigarettes, a blue restaurant matchbook, snagged god knows where yesterday, and even an ashtray. He had already pulled the ashtray toward himself, but then he was up on the table, god knows how, and suddenly kicked the ashtray as hard as he could with his teeny foot—and the ashtray flew into the television with a crash. He jumped up in fright and felt bathed in a vile heat, sensed a stinging in his chest—the ashtray fell apart into several craggy pieces of crystal. He didn’t swear, just was glad that the television was in one piece, got up and went to the kitchen for another ashtray, came back and lay down again (comfortable, nothing pressing on any part of him), placed the ashtray on his belly, turned his hearing off to the blunt banging (he was kneeling amid sheets of yesterday’s newspaper and hitting his head on someone’s photograph, right on the cheek—bang! bang!—and the paper under his knees crackled, and a little stain of snot and tears spread over the stranger’s gray cheek). “Are things good?” he asked himself and answered honestly: “Yes. I’m good.” Then he took a nice big puff and enunciated assiduously, to himself, that same word—in the female doctor’s voice, like the one on the phone, meticulously: the strange first syllable with the soft sign and the hard-to-pronounce “ts,” then the second, slightly smutty one, then the third one, smelling at once distortedly of shit, iodine, and death. That was a truly beautiful word, and he said it aloud. Then he, the little one, gave a heartrending scream and began to rip tiny shreds of paper right out of the middle of the newspaper page. At this point he couldn’t stand it anymore—swore roughly, grabbed a slipper, and wiped out the little idiot in two blows.

BLIND SPOT

It’s just that the car that hit her was unbelievably yellow. He’d never seen such a gratingly yellow car in his life before.

LENOCHKAS

“Her name is Lenochka too!” he said, pushing the girl forward and simultaneously blocking off the path between the shelves of rice and cookies—no way for her to wiggle through.

The girl immediately hid her face in her daddy’s jeans—she was sturdy, chubby, looked nothing like her father.

“She’s a little girl genius,” he said. “She’s only a year and eight months, can you believe it? She sings, dances, she can count to ten!”

She kept standing there and smiling, hands clenching the cart handle—standing and smiling, waiting for him and his Lenochka to get out of her way.

“Lenochka? Lenochka, count for us! Come on, don’t hold out!” he pulled on the girl’s limp little braid, she murmured something incoherent and started to stamp her little foot on the ad sticker on the dry goods section’s white floor.

“A little girl genius, let me tell you,” he said, somewhat awkwardly. She kept standing there and smiling, the cart’s handle had already become wet and hot under her palms. He waved his Lenochka-free hand in the air and said, “Well, it was good to see you. You look great, as always.”

She didn’t answer, just smiled even wider. He swept his Lenochka up into his arms, sat her in his cart, pudgy legs toward him, and pushed the cart away. Then she closed her eyes, summoned her Black Angels and commanded them to tear him to pieces tonight, and to take Lenochka off to an icy mountain and hand her over to ten wolves. The Angels obediently bowed down to the ground before her; she took a packet of cookies off the shelf and began to eat them right then and there, while the Angels rolled her cart onward, toward the meat.

OUR BOYS

To D.

Yoni shot the last rooster, damn stupid bird couldn’t even get it together to hide, just sat there crowing bloody murder: like, come on, come on, just shoot! Afterward it squawked and wheezed—on the other side of the fence, they couldn’t see it. Gai walked up, looked at the wheezing wounded rooster and said that it was the last one. They listened closely: the tiny border village, evacuated to the last inhabitant, flapped with bed linen abandoned on clotheslines, buzzed with forgotten air conditioners, chickens squawked hysterically in nearly every shed—but the roosters had shut up. Then Yoni and Gai returned to the boys, to the tiny central square where the whole company with the exception of those who had gone to kill roosters lolled under palm trees, chasing the last of the dry rations with cold water from drinking fountains—wonderful, fresh, cold water that no one could get enough of after three weeks of vile, warm swill from plastic canteens—in full uniform, in the heat. Yoni and Gai also had a long drink, then lay down in the grass and started goggling at the sky.

“So is this the dream?” said Yoni. “Is it?”

“Who the hell knows,” said one of the boys. “They could send us back tomorrow.”

“I’m talking about the roosters, retard,” said Yoni.

“Oh,” drawled the same boy sluggishly. “Well, sure.”

“What the fuck,” said Yoni. “You were the first to yell after every explosion, louder than the roosters even: Those rooster bastards again! Those rooster bastards again! When we cross the border again, I’ll shoot them all! And now look at you lying around.”

“It’s strange that they aren’t crowing,” said Gai.

“You can make soup out of them,” said Yoni, but of course no one got up.

I REPEAT

For Hayut

Once again they went over finding contacts in the address book, answering calls, and entering new contacts into the address book—she demanded it, even though he had promised in advance to put all the numbers in himself. In general now, he tried to do everything in advance. It took almost another forty minutes. During that time he went to the bathroom twice. He spent one of those two trips doubled over in front of the toilet, choking spasmodically on sour saliva. The second time he didn’t even go into the stall, but just rested his burning forehead on the cold windowpane and felt better for a second. He went back to his grandma—she was already watching TV and, accompanied by the unnatural voices of the ostentatiously decked-out men and women, he once again surveyed the clean little room with its curtains. Displayed on her vanity were all her favorite perfume bottles and vials—as a child, he had been allowed to play with some of them and not with others. There was a nice TV here, air conditioning, a clothes closet, he had picked a good home for her, he sorely wished he could live here himself. “Envy,” he thought, ashamed, “is a bad and unproductive feeling.” Here pain assailed him again, he bent in half and waved his arm at his bewildered grandmother—oh, I just dropped something. When he managed to stand straight again, he walked up to his grandma, kissed her firmly on her dry, smooth forehead, then twice more, and made for the door, but then his grandma suddenly said, “One second!” He suppressed a sigh with difficulty while she scurried off somewhere. He no longer had the strength to turn around, he just stood and waited. She returned, stuck something in his hand and said, “Pashenka, explain to me one more time how I can get to the address book,” and he saw that he was holding the TV remote.

At that point he sat on the rug right next to the door, and then lay down, hugging his knees to his chest, closed his eyes, and lay there for a spell.

THE RIGHT ONE

Looking at her back, he said that he had caught a leprechaun and tied him up in the yard. She turned around so abruptly that she almost fell: she had been squatting, fumbling around under the shoe rack. She said that she couldn’t find her lavender shoe, and he asked, “The right or the left one?” In answer to her irritated look he explained that they usually carry the left one around.

“Who?” she asked, and he answered:

“Leprechauns. They’re shoemakers, right, so they carry the left shoe around and cobble it.”

She started to walk quickly around the room, looking under the furniture, he followed her and watched how, each time she bent down, the protruding vertebrae in her neck disappeared behind the collar of her t-shirt and then peeped out again.

“I’m afraid that he’ll get loose and escape,” he said, and here she turned and started to advance on him, forcing him to retreat a little. Trying not to shout, she enunciated:

“If. This is. Another one of your. Stupid. Jokes. Please. Give. Me back. My shoe. Right now!” At that moment her cell rang.

She explained what exit to take off the highway and how best to get there, then stuck her phone into her pocket and said that Pavel would be here any minute and couldn’t he just act like a human being, just one last time. He answered that he was trying and that two minutes would be quite enough to step out back.

“What for?” she asked, despairingly, and he patiently repeated:

“I caught a leprechaun. If you catch a leprechaun, you can ask for a pot of gold or for three wishes. I said no to the gold. He’s tied up in the yard. Come on, please, I don’t think we have a lot of time. I think he’s screaming there, probably at the top of his lungs, and someone is going to run over and take our wishes for himself.”

She snarled that right now she didn’t have three wishes, but only one—to find that f-ing shoe. He said that he had actually already used one wish, so there were only two left and that—nope, it hadn’t come true yet.

“But,” he said, “we could go and try to take the shoe from him, if …” and here she screamed:

“Quiet! Quiet! Just be quiet!”

She jerked the suitcase zipper, took from its maw, which had spat out some white rags, a pair of sandals, pulled them on, tripped on their slender heels, swore and ran out onto the porch. He followed her and she, waving to the arriving car, poked him in the chest with a chewed-up fingernail:

“Take his damn gold and take a trip somewhere. Do you good.”

And he said,

“It’s literally two minutes, it’s just here in the yard, the leprechaun is all …” and she raced away with a wail, leaving the suitcase to Pavel’s care, and he thought: “As soon as they drive off, I’m going to the bathroom to sit on the toilet and read and smoke. ­Solitude in the bathroom is totally natural, much more natural than in any other space.”

The car door slammed and he quickly went to the bathroom. Here something was amiss. He forced himself to concentrate and realized that a shoe was sitting on top of the toilet tank, a bright lavender one with a slightly scuffed toe. He looked at it for a minute or two, then opened the window, aimed as best he could, and awkwardly threw the shoe out into the yard.

THANK YOU, REALLY

June asked:

“Then why did you agree for me to come live with you?” and Masha said:

“Because we made that deal a year ago already.”

“But a year ago,” said June, “you know … Your daughter was still … uh …”

“Yes,” said Masha. “Of course. But we had already made a deal. That summer she was with you guys, and this summer you’re here with us. I thought I’d be able to handle it.”

A taxi honked below. June dragged her bag out onto the porch, Masha followed and, once there, said:

“When you get to Alex, call me right away. And tell him that I’ll be calling sometime in the evening.”

June waved her fingers joyfully and blew a weightless strand of hair off her forehead; the driver started dragging her suitcase to the trunk. Masha closed the door—and the whole time the tub was filling up, she thought about how she would have to thank Alex again for taking June in, and how over the last twenty-four hours, while everything was getting sorted out and organized, she had already thanked him three times, and that each time she had had to vomit afterward.

HERE’S WHAT IT’S CALLED

“This is what ‘easement’ means?” he asked, looking at the smooth gravestone.

The realtor tried again to extract her heels from the slick, soft, dizzyingly fragrant summer dacha soil.

“Well, you know, they did say that the plot’s got an easement,” she said quickly. “But you know, on the other hand, they’re ready to cut the price a little. If you want, I can talk to them again about the discount, maybe six percent instead of five. They understand, of course, but on the other hand, he says to me, ‘It’s not like it’s a person there, with a person, sure, there’d probably be an issue, of course, but it’s a dog, maybe people will understand, and on our end we’re ready to offer a discount.’ ”

He turned and looked at the house again, then at the road leading down to the main part of the village, then back to the house, then sighed deeply and was immediately intoxicated by the air, by the fine sweet dust suspended in it, by his own sudden lightness, by the fact that everything had finally worked out and he’d be able to move here, live here year-round, especially in winter, when ­instead of inane vacationers there’d be snow everywhere and nobody around. The realtor tried to get on her tiptoes, but slid and sighed as her sharp heels sank into the soil again.

“So,” she said dolefully, “should I talk to them again about the discount?”

“No,” he said. “It’s fine, this discount is fine. It’s just how it sounds … ‘easement.’ Amazing.”

NO SUCH THING

“Or maaaaaaybe,” she said in a mysterious voice, “she’s hiiiiiding … under the bed?!”

Here she abruptly yanked the bedspread and looked down, but Nastya wasn’t under the bed, either.

“Or maaaaaaybe,” she said (the Bugs Bunny clock said five till six, in five minutes she should go to the kitchen to check the oven), “she’s hiiiiiding … behind the curtain?”

Nastya wasn’t behind the curtain, either: if there’s one thing her Little Bitty was great at, it was hide-and-go-seek. She closed the window—in general, Bitty wasn’t allowed to open it without permission; someone’s going to get it today.

“Or maaaaaaybe,” she said in the voice of a person visited by an ingenious thought, “maaaaaaybe she’s sitting behind the toybox??”

Behind the toybox was the stuffed hippo that had disappeared three days before, and no one else, but a very faint giggling came from somewhere close by. Here she remembered that, oven aside, she still had to call Alyona to tell her to bring along the big salad dish. It was time to finish the game. She sat down on the edge of the bed.

“OK,” she said sadly, “I give up. Where’s my Little Bitty?”

And we should really give this room a good once-over before they arrive, she thought, surveying the trampled drawing pad spread out on the floor.

“Maybe my Little Bitty ran away to Africa?”

The room was very quiet, not a rustle, not a single sound.

“Maybe,” she said, “my Little Bitty has gone on a trip around the world?”

Silence.

“Maybe,” she said, gradually losing her patience, “fairies have taken my Little Bitty away?”

And then she saw on the floor, right under the windowsill, a tiny, pinkie-sized, pointy leather shoe, and screamed so loud that Nastya tumbled out of the closet with a crash and also began to stare in deep bafflement at that little doll shoe, and then looked at her mom, and then at the fat doll Cecilia, hastily undressed the night before, and then back at her mom.

ON THE FIRST TRY

It was the very beginning of June, and the whole world was redolent of something wet and green.

“Come on,” said the second one pleadingly, hastily getting off the swings and rubbing her injured elbow. “Let’s pretend that that was the Initial Test Attempt, and now we’re doing everything for real.”

“No,” said the first one, getting up from the wet black ground and trying to clean the slick mud off her palms. “No. Let’s pretend this was the Loyalty Testing Program, and you failed.”

BAD GIRL

Children were prancing around, some girl in a wheelchair kept rolling up to each one in turn and saying, “I have new shoes!” She’d rolled up to her, too, probably two or three times already, but she hadn’t heard. It seemed to her that the stuffed dolphin was shrinking—she was squeezing it so hard that it was scrunching up more and more. The playroom, as always, smelled like carpet cleaner—some convalescent child was always throwing up on it. One of the doctors had already come by, tried to take her by the hand, but she pulled her hand away and burst out crying, huddled in a corner, and everyone left her alone. Her butt hurt from sitting on the floor, but she couldn’t move or open her eyes, she just clutched at the dolphin and rocked back and forth. A nurse tried to convince her to leave the playroom (which didn’t work), then left herself, then returned and tried to make her swallow a pill (which didn’t work), then left again, and then the head nurse came instead. “Margarita Lvovna,” she said sternly, squatting down, “they’ve called the chief of medicine, he’s on his way, he’ll appoint the committee, you have to be there. You have to be present for the committee appointment, this isn’t OK. Come on, get up.” Then she allowed herself to be helped up, and to be changed out of the blood-spattered green surgical gown into a clean white coat.

UNAWARES

Then he remembered that he had forgotten to wipe the sink dry after washing the dishes, went and wiped it. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and thought hard: no, everything was clean, everything gleamed, there was even a new deodorizer in the fridge, even the living room rug was free of cat hair. Then he showered, brushed his teeth in there, and mentally went through the contents of the bag: he wouldn’t need his laptop, his passport was already packed, plus a couple of close-up photos, they might come in handy. Spare glasses—he’s always forgetting his glasses everywhere—and a chocolate bar. His phone is in his jeans pocket, he had washed his jeans that morning, they’re clean, so is his t-shirt, another clean t-shirt is in his bag. Seems like everything. All clean, dressed, shoes on, at seven-thirty-two exactly he sat down on the couch and turned on the radio. At that moment their plane was supposed to take off from Rome toward home in New York. He imagined Martha smiling at the patient flight attendant, to her right Henry Jr., mouth agape, enthralled, looking at the landing strip sliding by outside the plane window, Ginny squirming in her buckled seatbelt, working to get her feet onto the seat. He closed his eyes. If anything happens, he’s ready. Clean house. Clean clothes. Their photos in close-up. Spare glasses. Chocolate bar. If anything happens, the radio will report it. The gathering place for relatives will be, most likely, two miles from here, like in eighty-six, and he’d already memorized the map. Chocolate bar, glasses, clean t-shirt. When Martha and the kids flew from Paris, from her mom’s house, he had also gotten ready, but had fallen asleep for some reason. This time, he’ll sit there till the end, promise.

BIT BY BIT

Everything enraged him: the bloated, change-filled pocket slapping his thigh, something hard and sharp in there—he couldn’t put his finger on what that “something” was as he ran; his ribcage cracking open from pain—it was like back in school when they would run a mile and a half in cold May around the October movie theater, along the square, and past the factory canteen with its eternal smell of kasha; finally, he was enraged at how wound up he was, at the feverish counting of minutes—six minutes till the hour, he’s practically at the square already (car, heart in his throat, come-on-come-on-come-on again)—he could cover the square in two minutes (or three? It had always seemed like something you’d never forget)—OK, let’s say it’ll be four till six, then he’ll cross the street—it’ll be one minute till the hour, so he’s how late? Fourteen, no, twelve minutes, but if he can pass the square in two …

Here he made himself stop. “Calm down,” he told himself, doubling over and trying to get air into his burning, hollow chest. “Calm down. You’re already late—that’s number one. It won’t be the end of the world—that’s two. This is no state to show up in—that’s three. Listen carefully. You will now: unbutton your coat; wipe your forehead with your sleeve; figure out what’s in that damn pocket; slow down to a walk. That’s it.”

He did just that and walked on, slowly to spite himself, and what was inside his coat pocket turned out to be not “something,” but his keys—he was lucky they hadn’t fallen out. The square was empty, foliage hid the street, he suddenly felt calm. It was nice here. His chest stopped hurting, twice he thought he saw a squirrel. He even stopped walking, but couldn’t make anything out among the fluttering leaves. Then he looked at his watch—it was twenty-one minutes past six.

He turned around—behind him, still not so far off, he could see the entrance to the square. Then he looked ahead—foliage hid the other end of the narrow paved path, maybe the movie theater was peeping out somewhere over there, or maybe not. He walked for forty more minutes, but nothing changed, only a couple of times a squirrel actually did dive from one nearby branch onto another, and suddenly froze, its ears trembling. This was so funny that he snorted.

In another hour and a half he took a break. He had about eight hundred rubles with him—not a lot, but not too little, either, he thought with pleasure; if he didn’t live high on the hog, he’d have enough for a week at least. Of course, the nights were still cold, but as any young adventurer will tell you, if you take off your coat and use it as a blanket, everything will be fine.

TYLENOL

Then he went to the bedroom and kissed every one of her dresses, one after the other, but that didn’t help either.

FOR TWO VOICES

“Who were you thinking about just now?” she inquired, but he pretended to be looking to the side, into a dark fold in the window drapes. Then she raised herself up, turned his face toward her with both palms and asked again:

“Who were you thinking about just now?”

“Nobody,” he said and kissed her on the shoulder, but the shoulder slipped away, his lips swabbed the air. “Nobody specific,” he said. “Just, well, about a certain voice. An abstract voice.”

“Nobody’s?” she inquired.

“Nobody’s,” he said soothingly, “nobody’s.”

“So strange,” she said, curling into a ball, blocking him off with her knees. “So strange. No, I get it, I do, it’s just strange.”

“Look, I’m sorry,” he said, starting to get a little angry, “I’m sorry, I probably shouldn’t have told you.”

“No,” she said, “I’m sorry.”

He tried to turn away, but she took him by the hand and he had to look at her again.

“Just a voice?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, “just some voice.”

Then she let him turn away. He went to the bathroom, sat down on the edge of the washing machine and thought with dismay that he really shouldn’t have told her about the voice—and he thought, too, that of course he knew that voice, moaning in his head when she arched her back and bit her finger, that voice whispering meaningless hot words in his ear, when her lips touched his earlobe, that voice squealing when his thrusts get stronger and he begins to moan himself. “Of course,” he thought and flicked his nail a little against the open box of detergent, of course he knows that voice: it’s his first wife’s voice, the last woman he slept with before his deafness became absolute.

URGENT CALL

He answered the phone, heard the password, and quickly gave the reply. Something clicked, then, evidently, someone on the other end tapped a coin against the phone box and began to snuffle. He lay down more comfortably, took the book out from under his back, and asked something superficial, like about the weather. The person on the other end began to speak, first expressing interest in his health, then in his general situation, then saying:

“Yesterday I saw you digging in the yard.”

“I did no such thing,” he said, trying to sound very calm.

The phone was silent, another coin tumbled down, then she said:

“Spill.”

“I just thought that later it wouldn’t work,” he said with a sigh.

“I told you so,” was her displeased response.

He remembered making the hole deeper, how the clumps of dirt emerged onto the surface enmeshed in the gossamer hairs of grass roots. A strand of this hair, cleaned of dirt, lay in a buried box, along with everything else, along with other clues of varying value: a stone shaped like a bird; a piece of wallpaper; a pair of old heavy glasses (that could be the riskiest thing of all); a flat metal lid with a rubber gasket; two teeth. He shifted the phone to his other ear and reluctantly explained the box’s coordinates: where and how to find it. He always played fair. He was asked to explain properly, and answered with irritation.

“I’m tired of standing here already,” was the equally irritated response, he sighed and explained properly. There was the rustling of a piece of paper, then a loud swallowing, then, not so distinctly:

“I’m hanging up.”

He got off the bed and walked through the hot, wilted courtyard to the kitchen, where it was even hotter; no one heard his footsteps because of the clanging, bubbling, and sizzling, he walked up and rubbed his cheek on someone’s thigh, was carefully moved aside, away from the stove, and asked:

“All packed up?”

He didn’t answer but instead moved over to the window and began to watch the girl walking toward the house, dragging a stool behind her. The girl’s hands were smeared with soil. A damp palm smelling of strawberry jam was placed on the back of his neck, and he was asked, with a nod toward the girl:

“You guys aren’t speaking again?”

He slipped out from under the heavy palm and made his way out of the kitchen.

“She’ll fall down off that stool in the booth,” came grouchily from beside the stove. “Where on earth do they get the coins is what I’d like to know.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t have sold the dacha,” another voice said uncertainly.

“Doesn’t matter,” was the answer from beside the stove, “they’ll make up tomorrow on the train.”

COME ON, IT’S FUNNY

They weren’t drinking a lot, it was just that the windows were open and outside everything looked blue and smelled like something that made everything seem funny, and he was glad that they were all there, and he loved them all. Someone was talking about how he got scared to death one time when a chick fell behind his collar—he bellowed and leapt around, lost his voice (they leapt in with stupid references to Hitchcock right away and kept on laughing until they cried). The girl Pasha had brought said that when she was a kid, she’d been afraid of Boyarsky in the role of Matvei the cat—she would run away to the kitchen and once even tried to hide in the fridge. “But there was a penguin in there!” said Pasha abruptly, everyone cracked up, Marina groaned, “People, come on … Stop it … my belly hurts …” “That’s nothing,” he said and laughed. “Listen to this: when I was something like four, my mom sits me on her lap and goes, ‘I’m not Mom, I’m a wolf who’s turned into Mom!’ I didn’t believe her, she goes, ‘No, really! I’m a wolf who’s turned into Mom! I’m going to eat you up!’ Like five times, I’m like: ‘No, come on!’ And she’s all: ‘Yes, yes!’—and all of a sudden I believed her. Boy, that was terror. Serious terror, for real. I fell for it so hard, you know how terrifying it was? Man!” He laughed again and waved his plastic cup—but nothing happened, and he marveled how from up here, on the fifteenth floor, you could suddenly hear the plodding of the slow night trolley down in the street.

THE MURDERER

“It’s not going to happen,” he said to himself, “I know it’s not going to happen.” But there was nowhere to go: he had started the whole thing, had volunteered, and now they had already put the muzzle on him, the instruments were clinking, the interns salivating in anticipation. He was rubbing his fingers with a sponge and feeling nauseous, and then he imagined, with faint hope, that there, in the container that looked like a cat carrier, they’re just wasting each other—whipping each other with veins, digging in with the ends of their arteries, the liver tearing into the atria, the heart answering with a twist of the liver’s quadrate lobe, and the liver attacks the heart’s right ventricle and, howling, suffocates it—and he’ll open the container, and inside will be nothing but scraps and blood.

MAY IT TRULY COME TO PASS

He fell too early, earlier than he should have—as if the air being squeezed and compressed by the approaching bullet was pushing on the back of his head, and under this pressure he had leaned straight over to the side and fallen as planned, fallen as if cut down—but the bullet hadn’t even reached him yet!—and he stopped living for a second out of terror, because of course they were about to notice his trick, about to walk over to him—and with one more shot—but then the actual dead began to fall from above, people who didn’t yet believe that they’d been killed and so were hitting each other with their knees and digging into strangers’ necks with their nails, their trembling hands grabbing at the air convulsed by the bullets. ­Someone sank their teeth furiously into his face, so that hot red water poured into his eyes—but he lay on his side and didn’t move, didn’t move, didn’t move, didn’t even blink, and then everything was over, the fiery crackling ceased, and they went away.

Just in case, he lay there until dark, and the dead, whose bodies he kept breathing through, quieted down, hot became cold, but he only wiped his face after he ended up at the top, on the edge of the ravine. For a few minutes he just stood there and furiously, raggedly inhaled the scent of bird cherry, then climbed up along the nearest pine tree, and, keeping his head down indifferently, walked to Astrakhan in a matter of minutes: a gypsy acquaintance had once told him that life was good in Astrakhan, and now he intended to find out.

GET TO WORK

He got up with the alarm right at eight, took two pills and went to eat breakfast, eating porridge instead of just random crap, and after showering took the trouble to smear his teeth with that whitening stuff, and swore to himself that from now on he would use it twice a day, like he was supposed to. He even arrived early at the office, and cleared out all the papers (and found lots of interesting stuff in there). And at lunch he didn’t go with the rest of the herd to bitch about the shit that’s always bitched about at lunch, but took two more pills, waited a little and then forced himself to eat the cheese sandwich he had bought on the way, and called ­Marina, and said immediately that he was calling just because—to find out how she’s doing, and for the first time since the divorce they talked easily without any of those overtones. He forbade himself from reading stupid stuff on the internet that day, and decided to work—and worked, and didn’t take anything else, because his hands were already trembling from the codeine in the pills. Instead, he told ­himself he’d ­distract himself with work and ride it out—and did ride it out, and really did feel a little better, and during that time he finally called his landlady and settled the issue of the fridge: he said it was his own fault and that he’d buy a new one, which was the right thing to do. And even that night at home, he didn’t immediately collapse on the bed, he got undressed properly and put on his pajamas, even though it was only seven p.m., and only then collapsed. It was true that he felt bad, really bad, and it felt like his eye would fall out from the pain, and the right side of his nose hurt too as though someone had given him a love tap with a brick. “There,” he said to himself. “There, you were good all day. So what? My head still hurts, hurts, hurts, hurts, hurts. Evidently that’s not the point.” But he still made himself count to ten, get up, go to the bathroom, and there, standing with closed eyes and holding on to a pipe to avoid falling down, smeared his teeth with the stuff again.

ELBOWS FORWARD

He sat down on the edge of the bed and busied himself with the doll. This doll had one face that was pudgy and smiling, with two shiny pink teeth peeking out from between equally shiny pink lips. The other face, though, was bony and very unpleasant—just about to start bawling, nose crinkled, upper lip raised, a nasty snake. This face had white teeth that were somehow smudged. He gave the doll’s head a couple of hard twists—back and forth, back and forth. It quickly became clear that the most interesting way to look at her was not head on, but from the back: the nasty, petulant little face above the clasp of the dress, bent elbows pointing forward below that, a price tag still tied to one of them. He wanted to rip the price tag off, but Mom wouldn’t let him, she said the price tag had to be cut off with scissors. He was not allowed to use the scissors by ­himself, it had ended badly last time, even though he really likes the ­scissors, scissors gave him a tickle in his belly. He has to wait until Mom and Dad leave the kitchen for Mom to cut off the tag. Then he’ll be able to give the doll a bath in the tub.

He waited and waited some more. Then he walked up to the kitchen doors. They were whispering very loudly, he stood and listened for a while. “Don’t yell!” That was the female whisper. “Don’t yell! Don’t you dare yell at me!” The male whisper responded vehemently, “I’m yelling because you’re ruining him! Ruining him! Why did you bring that thing here?!” “Because he’s interested in them,” answered the woman. “Because they stimulate his interest!” “Lena,” said the male whisper very calmly. “Lena, you’re ruining him. He’s soft in the head, and we have to …” “Don’t you dare talk like that about our child!” the woman yelled at full volume (they often yelled like that; he felt bored, squatted down near the kitchen door and turned the doll’s head sideways, so that he could see both faces at once). Then the man also yelled at full volume, “I say it because it’s the truth! He’s eleven years old, he needs special classes, he needs to be in a home, you aren’t giving him opportunities! You just bring him dolls!” At this point he got tired of waiting, went to the bathroom, looked under the hamper, found the scissors, first carefully cut off the price tag, then drew the thin dully glinting blade along one arm and along the other. It turned out really pretty.

NOT YET

Family members and friends of passengers had already been asked to leave the train cars, she gave him tiny kisses all over—on his eyes, cheeks, chin, and then unexpectedly thrust her lips into his palm, while he muttered drily, “Come on, come on, I’ll be back in just a week,” and hugged her, a button on his coat sleeve catching on her hair. She walked quickly to the door, he didn’t look out the window, swallowed the lump in his throat and entered his compartment, and his neighbor, an inexpressive man in a coat identical to his, came in just after him.

They exchanged greetings, the neighbor immediately sat down on his bunk and began to rustle the travel magazines graciously arranged on the table, while he decided to get ready for bed and began to dig around in his bag. There was no need to look into the flat interior pocket: it contained a packet with prescriptions, X-rays, CAT scans, all of it. He opened the small side compartment and got out some warm socks. It was stupid to drag along two track suits, but he had brought them because he felt unable to spend the night on the train in that new blue-and-black one, the one he’d have plenty of time to lie in, and walk around in, and lie in some more … He took out the other suit—an old brown one he wore at home, and turned to his neighbor—would it be appropriate to change in front of him?

At the moment, the neighbor had his back to him—he bent over his own bag, dug around in it and slapped an old brown track suit onto the table. A second suit followed, a blue-and-black one with the tags still on, and some warm gray socks. Embarrassing little blue wads of underpants were momentarily scattered across the shelf, then hidden away once more (he suppressed the urge to pull back his own waistband and look down, he already knew exactly what he had on). The rest was obscured behind the neighbor’s back. He craned his neck as much as possible and saw the neatly folded green towel sticking out of the bag’s side compartment and the freshly purchased paperback volume of The Martian Chronicles (while they were trying to talk about something cheerful on the platform, Natasha had been picking at the price sticker—and had peeled it off, and now the sticky rectangle on the cover would definitely turn into a disgusting dirty stain).

At that point he left the compartment for the hallway and, shivering in time with the motions of the recently departed train, carefully patted himself down—arms, face, chest. But no, he was still alive.

DOESN’T COUNT

He rubbed his temple with his fingers, and she asked, did his head hurt? He lowered his lids affirmatively, and then she said: do you want me to kiss it—and make it all better? He stared at her in amazement. She quickly turned her gaze away, made an awkward motion with her hand—as though trying to remove what she had said from the air between them—and hastily walked out of the elevator.

NO SLEEPING

He got up off the floor, and, hating everything that breathed, went to answer the door. The threshold was immediately flooded with water, and he looked at the late guest in disgust—a boy of probably fourteen or fifteen, sopping wet, wiping his face with his palm, cradling a half-dead bouquet like a baby. He even thought that it was some flower delivery boy with the wrong address, and barked with irritation:

“What?”

The boy, trying to cover the disintegrating bouquet crookedly with the hem of his coat, shouted through the water’s pounding:

“I’m so sorry! I know it’s very late, I’m so sorry! I just! My train! I missed the earlier one, in short, I only got here now, I’m so sorry! I’m Mark, Mark Weiss! I came to talk to Katya, I need to talk to her! I’m her friend from school, back in Tver, I’m sorry! I only made the four-twenty-six train! I’m sorry, I know it’s late, please!”

Then he shouted his response:

“There’s no Katya here!”

“What?” shouted the boy, and he repeated it, almost closing the door so that the water wouldn’t lash the rug so hard:

“There’s no Katya here!”

“Katya Marchenko! Marchenko!” shouted the boy.

“The Marchenkos moved away two months ago!” he shouted. “I don’t know where to, ask at the post office!”

He slammed the door shut and bolted it fastidiously, returned to the living room, sat down on the floor near the sofa and carefully lifted the lampshade to shed a little light. The cat was breathing heavily and hoarsely, his mangy side heaving up and down. Occasionally the cat would moan in a human voice and torturously curve his paw toward his belly—it hurt badly in there. The shot clearly hadn’t helped. He put his hand on the cat’s forehead, then thought that this was only making the cat feel worse, lifted his hand away and lowered the shade back down. Maybe, he thought, they should have taken the cat with them instead of selling him with the house, maybe there, in the new place, he would gone on living for a long time. Or maybe, he thought, they shouldn’t have moved away at all: then Katya would have answered the door, looked at that little idiot with the bouquet in silence for a few seconds, and then she would have said: “My cat is dying, come in,” and of course, they would have sat up with the cat until morning, and sooner or later they would have kissed awkwardly, and things wouldn’t be quite so bad.

I’M NOT YOUR DEATH, I WON’T EAT YOU

The food arrived. He hastily finished his cigarette, crushed the butt in the ashtray and slid a salad crowned with a pair of dill tufts over toward himself.

“Hey,” he said. “Look, the salad has ears! No, that’s not right: look, it’s a hill. There’s a burrow inside. Ears are sticking out of the burrow.” He used his fork to move the dill “ears” back and forth.

At that moment, anguished and despairing, she understood that all her bravado wasn’t worth a plugged nickel: of course she would keep the baby.

PEACETIME

“Sometimes,” she said, “I get bored of just eating, and then I go out to a restaurant that serves, like, some special cuisine.”

THE FOUNDLING

They were so sorrowful, so calm. Afraid of nothing, concerned with nothing. They knew how to live, how to earn their daily bread, and how to stick together. He walked up and lay down among them in the walkway between the Mendeleevskaya and Novoslobodskaya stations—palms to cheek, knees to stomach—but then he looked closer: no, that’s not how they were lying; he put his elbow under his head, and immediately felt comfortable. They didn’t protest and didn’t chase him away—someone stuck a warm snout under the hem of his shearling coat, someone slapped their tail against his knee—and against the background of the monotonous scraping of human footsteps they fell asleep, the whole pack.

YOU KNEW, YOU KNEW

Then there was a commercial. There were two guys with chainsaws, one maybe half-naked (or wearing a light-colored t-shirt, unclear). They spoke with deliberately “cruel” voices, rough ones, you know, “Oh-ho, grrr!” That is, only one was talking, and the other just agreed: he would say, “Uh huh,” or “Haaa!” The first guy would bark, “And now we’re back!” And the second one would say, “Oh yeah!” Then the first one would bark, “If you’re watching TV, you love our show!” And the second one would go “Bzzzz!” with the saw. Then the first one would bark, “And if you don’t love our show, why are you watching TV? Is someone forcing you to?”

At this he began to laugh and laughed hysterically, for a long time, there were even tears pouring out of his eyes, and he began to cough. Then they came back, kicked him in the stomach a couple of times, someone bashed him hard on the back with the butt of a gun, but he kept on laughing, he just couldn’t stop. They gagged him and turned the little portable TV so he couldn’t see it. The commercial ended and the news came on again.

USEFUL

“That was crappy,” he said.

“No,” his mom answered, “it wasn’t crappy, don’t you ever say words like that to me, how dare you? It wasn’t ‘crappy,’ it was useful. You did a useful thing.”

He kicked the sofa and began furiously rubbing and slobbering on his finger, which was covered in purple marker stains. She slapped his hand lightly.

“You asked me to draw you a dog, I drew you a dog, I thought you wanted me to draw you a dog,” he said tearfully.

“That’s right,” she said. “I asked you to draw me a dog, I needed a sign, you drew a very good dog, and I wrote, ‘No dogs allowed,’ and now it’s a useful dog.”

SNAFU

“Do you love me?” she asked, trying to arrange her heels more comfortably on the balled-up blanket.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“That’s just fine,” she said. “Just fine. Just don’t go worrying about it now.”

COLLATERAL DAMAGE

“Please, just talk to me,” she said, but he didn’t even turn around, he had already been sitting there like that for twenty minutes, in his dress uniform and shoes; a stain from the melting snow was spreading out on the light, thick-pile rug, the gray end of a graveyard pine needle sticking out from under his sole.

“Sweetie,” she said, “darling, lovey, just talk to me. Let me do something for you, please. Let me get you something to eat.”

She tried to put a hand on his shoulder, on his cold, unpleasant epaulet. He didn’t even move.

“Darling, please,” she said, not knowing where to put her hand. “What happened? Please.”

“I killed a squirrel,” he said tersely. She didn’t understand and asked him to say it again.

“I killed a squirrel,” he said. “We did a farewell volley, and I shot a squirrel. I didn’t know, but then I got into the car and started driving and almost ran over something right in the parking lot. I managed to brake and it was a shot squirrel.”

She tried to settle her hand in the air above his head, then stuck it under her arm, then said:

“Sweetie … but a volley—that’s not just one person, not just you, right?”

“No, not just me,” he said drily. “That’s what I’m thinking about now.”

SHH-SHH-SHH

“Please,” she said in a brittle, plasticky voice. “Please, take the knife away,” and immediately the trembling tip touched her neck, she choked in terror, wanted to spring back, but there was a wall there, and she tried to press herself into the wall.

For a few seconds they stood there like that, him trying not to look at her, eyes darting around the unfamiliar kitchen—and she thought, suddenly, that that’s how you look for a hiding place.

“Please,” she said, trying not to move her throat, “I’ll do anything you …”

And he screamed:

“Strip!”

She began to fumble at her collar with stiff fingers, deathly afraid of hitting the shaking knife at her throat. She managed to find the zipper tab, began to draw it downward, got approximately to the middle of her belly and released it limply.

Then he started crying. At first he just gave a little high-pitched howl, then tried to hide behind the elbow of the arm clutching the knife, then doubled over and began sobbing. She scooped him up into a bundle and crumpled down to the floor with him in her arms, her side leaning uncomfortably into the wall, sitting him down in her lap—he was skinny, light, maybe, she thought, he’s older than he looks, he might be twelve or even thirteen. He pushed his wet face into her collarbone, and she began to mutter that it was OK, it’s OK, it’s OK, no one will ever find out, don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. The terribly uncomfortable pose made her back hurt, there was a draft from the broken window, and they sat like that until it got too cold.

TALK AGAIN SOON

He waved, waved again—lifting himself up on his tiptoes, smiling wide; then, unable to resist, he took a couple of steps forward, jumped up to make himself more visible, blew a playful kiss, shouted, “Call me!” Then again, louder, “Call me!” And just in case, he mimed with his finger in the air: circle, circle, pressed his fist to his ear, nodded, waved again, said, “Sorry!” to the irritated guy with the taped-up TV box struggling to pass him, first on the left, then on the right; he finally pulled his wayward coat sleeve straight, turned all the way around, and quickly rolled his small, neat suitcase along the platform. At one time he’d felt ashamed of these little pantomimes, but by now he didn’t give a damn, because afterward he really would feel like someone had seen him off, waved to him for a long time, would definitely call tomorrow, and that he shouldn’t forget to bring home a present.

BAD OMEN

He muted the TV and started listening to the ceiling again. Then he couldn’t take it anymore, got up from the bed, threw the remote down on the nightstand and began to fumble around the rug with his feet, searching for his slippers. The acoustics in this little basement-cum-teeny apartment (he had been renting it for a month now for mere pennies, that is, for two-thirds of his earnings) were in general a divine punishment, but now the problem wasn’t just the noise. Instead, it was that he had never heard that unseen child simply walking; no, it was always running—rapidly and seemingly barefoot, that is, loudly banging on the floor with bare heels. And he was curious about another, even stranger thing: he never heard the sound of grownups walking up there. Just the pounding of little heels.

He went out into the common hallway, where a vile, pale halogen light turned on right away, and went up to the first floor. He had been listening to the ceiling for a month now, and that child (a girl—for some reason he was sure it was a girl) had come alive in his head: she was plump, five years old, with thick, waist-length chestnut hair, wearing a little red dress, barefoot, running around up there, running around very fast, living … alone? (some dim kitchen table, bottles … water in the bottles). With a paralyzed grownup? With a paralyzed grownup whose requests she hastens to fulfill at a brisk pace (the smell of illness)? In the end, he wanted … well, it was unclear what he wanted—just to see, dammit, it was such a stupid riddle.

He jabbed at the doorbell with his finger, very briefly, and right away he could hear a boisterous barefoot stamping behind the door, it swung open—and he was looking down at a small, barely waist-high man with an awkward little body and an unnaturally large head: a dandyish little track suit, a nearly finished cigarette. He managed to say that he had come to borrow some salt, he had a cold, and going to the store would … He didn’t have time to finish: the little man ran down the hall very quickly, and, grabbing the coat rack with a miniscule paw, gave himself the momentum to make a carefully calculated arc, and shouted into the kitchen: “Sugarpie! The neighbor wants some salt!” At once a large-headed woman with a short haircut, slightly taller than her husband, came flying out of the kitchen. Her heels pounded the floorboards rhythmically, she caught her breath and, smiling, handed him salt in a fancy glass jar decorated with a river landscape in relief—he had always marveled at that type of salt in the supermarket, unable to imagine who would actually buy it, since it cost literally fifty times more than the regular kind.

He muttered thanks and so on and, like a fool, salt in hand, went back downstairs to his apartment. Down in his lair, he put out his palm and tilted the salt shaker, and extremely fine salt suddenly poured from under the silvery lid in a hasty stream. He was so surprised that he jerked his hand away, shaking the salt convulsively off onto the floor, then carefully wiped his palm on his pants, and then, for some reason, went and stamped his foot on the spilled salt, trying to lift his knee high, as though dealing with an ant or a darting cockroach crunching drily underfoot.

ARE YOU CRYING?

Later, when they had already transferred her to death row, he was asked:

“Why did you allow your wife to socialize with this woman?”

He answered:

“Because she made my wife happy.”

SOMETHING’S NOT RIGHT

That girl on the show had said: “Those men from the military just came, told us about my dad, and drove off. I was crying, my mom wasn’t. I crawled under the bed and just cried, and cried, and cried.” He kept thinking about that all week, he thought that it must be very nice—to lie under the bed and cry. On Sunday, that’s exactly what he did: he got under the bed and lay there, among old smells, slicks of thin colorless sand, and little clouds of cat fur, imagining that his dad went off to war and got killed. He wasn’t able to start crying, but he found a marker under the bed and used its ­dried-out tip to draw in the dust first himself, and then the cat; then he scribbled out the cat. If the cat had perished, he could have cried, but the cat had just run away to Africa, so he had to crawl out from under the bed with nothing to show for it.

IT’S NOT WORKING

They made it, finally, to the fourth floor of goddamn Children’s World with its goddamn enormous staircases and goddamn broken elevator; though Lyosha would gallop up two steps at a time and then run down to him, then gallop up again; meanwhile he dragged his body up on wobbly legs, getting visibly out of breath, and again swore to himself to quit smoking as soon as he survived Lyosha’s birthday.

“Hold on, Lyosha,” he said. “Hold on.” And tried to catch his breath.

Lyosha immediately started looking all around, examining the stupid souvenir trash in the kiosks right near the staircase, saw a plate painted with what were supposed to be scenes from the Battle of Poltava, happily gaped his mouth open and shrieked:

“Whoa, lookit the plate!”

“Lyosha,” he said, “what’s the big ‘whoa’? Everything’s a ‘whoa.’ That train was a ‘whoa,’ the staircase was a ‘whoa,’ and now the plate is ‘whoa.’ What’s the ‘whoa’?”

The boy looked at him askance, like he sensed that he had blurted out something stupid, and said, now more quietly:

“Just—whoa. I see that it’s whoa.”

Then, still holding on to his side, he looked closely at this red-haired stranger boy who now lived with him in the same house, buried his nose in his wife’s belly after school, had secrets of his own, probably some memory of a recent life with a totally different man, and certain expectations, probably; like big expectations, like whoa, of this new life that he and Marina had pulled him into—and said:

“You know, Lyosha, I’m just a total dumbass.” The red-haired boy even covered his mouth with his hand in surprise, then asked, comically spreading his arms:

“How come?”

“Dunno,” he said. “I’m just a dumbass—that’s all.”

EVERYTHING’S GOING TO BE GREAT

While he was washing his hands and the nurse was saying what had to be said, she, half-lying, half-sitting in that humiliating spread-eagled position, was examining an old poster on the wall: a man in a white coat and round glasses, a perfect old doctor in a perfect fifties world, holding a pack of cigarettes out to the viewer, a long-gone brand; a jaunty white inscription on a red background pledged that “Your own personal doctor recommends these cigarettes!” She had even managed to distract herself, but then he came back, gloves on now, arms raised, and the nurse rolled up the little cart with the instruments spread out on it, and again she felt nauseous, and she said—just to say something—in a voice that leapt up idiotically:

“That’s a clever piece of décor,” she even tried to smile, and he also smiled, carefully palpating something down there (but still without the instruments, still without them; she already couldn’t feel anything, the shot was working, but he hadn’t taken anything off the cart yet—or maybe she hadn’t noticed? Maybe they have a special skill for picking things up so she doesn’t notice?), and said, lifting a hand for the nurse to obligingly give him something unbearably curved:

“That’s my grandpa. We’ve been doctors for four generations. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

THE FLYING RIDGE OF CLOUDS IS THINNING

“Don’t get mad,” she said, “but this just won’t work.”

He chewed on his lip and looked at her seriously, beautifully, and she felt another burst of tenderness toward him, and also a burst of despair.

“I didn’t think we were working on anything here,” he said, and she, who had heard this phrase (or something like it) probably eight hundred times, smiled and said:

“Well, what do you know.”

They started to walk along the cloud, and he kept chewing on his lips and making as if to scoop something up with his arms, gather it into a pile and then maybe arrange it in the correct order, but of course, nothing could be arranged.

“Let me explain,” she said. “Only you have to promise not to laugh.”

He kept looking at her in the same sullen way, and she said:

“So there’s this one song. My son was very upset—you know, back then. And he wanted to do something. And he asked them to play that song in the church, and said, ‘Now no matter where it plays, this song will be playing for you.”

They turned and walked along the wind, and she drew her hand along the wind, like a child draws its mittened hand across untouched snow on a railing.

“So,” he asked, “does it?”

“No,” she said.

IT’S JUST—WHAT IF

To T.-T.

He said that they had to talk, but it couldn’t be at his house or at hers, or at his office, or in the smoking area at her dead-end job, and in fact, they couldn’t talk anywhere where there were ears or even walls. It was almost minus-thirty, they ran to the twenty-four-hour pharmacy, and there, fondling a crinkling cellophane bag with a colorful bath toy monster inside, he told her that she shouldn’t believe anything she hears about him over the next few days, none of it.

“No, I mean,” he said, lifting one of the monster’s stripy tentacles, “believe what you want, just promise me that if push comes to shove, you’ll let me explain everything to you myself. You’ll come and ask me, and I’ll explain everything to you myself, and then you can believe whatever you want. And if I can’t explain it, then everything’s really bad, then you can believe it.”

“Jesus,” she said. “What’s going on?” And she pulled the bag toward herself, unable to stand the sight of those tentacles writhing in torment, the brittle crinkling sound, the white threads coming out at the seams, but he wouldn’t yield, clinging to the bag stubbornly. “Who’s going to do what to me, exactly? What is this cloak and dagger stuff? What’s the deal?”

“They are, they are,” he said.

“Fine,” she said and jerked the bag away again. “Fine, just tell me, for heaven’s sake, are you in any kind of danger? Are you under some kind of threat? Are you in some kind of trouble? What? Is something going to happen?”

Here he suddenly looked at her, as though he had only just now started to play out the possibilities. Then he stuck his finger under the ripped cellophane and scratched the monster behind the ear.

“No,” he said, “no, of course not. Of course nothing will happen.”

MEDICINE

They had already gone far enough, but he couldn’t pick a spot, every spot was somehow not right. A couple of times Patrick bounded after a mouse or a hedgehog, but it was enough to click his tongue, and the dog, emitting a plaintive, guilty noise, would heel. They had already passed through all the familiar parts of the forest. Finally, he commanded himself to stop near a rather tall pine, told the dog to sit, quickly walked eight steps away, turned, raised his rifle and shot. Afterward, rifle still in hand, he hobbled forward, moving his half-bent wobbly legs with effort, and fixed his gaze on Patrick’s belly, on his red-furred tender undercoat being tousled by the wind, and everything around seemed to him like empty, fake filth. He forced himself to shift his gaze to the muzzle—the dog’s upper lip was raised, and for the first time you could see how pale, almost white his gums were, shiny, protruding, covered in tiny, not yet evaporated bubbles of saliva, and it was because of the sight of Patrick’s gums that he crumpled and screamed. He fell to his knees and evidently began rolling around on the dry yellow pine needles, he screamed and screamed, and tears poured from him like water, the tears just gushed, and he kept screaming and screaming, bent in half, clutching his stomach with his hands, and screamed, tears spilling out of him, and even later, when he couldn’t scream at full volume anymore, he kept on crying, lying on his side, kept crying and crying. Finally, he was crying, for the first time in three weeks, for the first time since that day when he was asked to identify his wife’s body—that is, what was left of her body, scraped by the rescue team from the pancake-flattened car. He had tried very hard to cry for a whole three weeks, he was suffocating from pain, but he couldn’t do it; he deliberately recalled their honeymoon, his long-dead parents, any and all past sorrows he could summon, pinched himself hard, twisting the skin, stabbed himself with a needle, but he was unable to cry, feeling all the while that if he didn’t cry soon, something would pop in his brain, would just pop—and that’s it, he’d drop dead.

GLIDER

There were plenty of people in the middle of the station, but of course no one gave a shit about those chicks, braying like two prize horses. He walked up to them and grabbed the larger one rather roughly by the elbow. She turned her still-grinning little mug to him—nose like a spoonbill’s beak, a little piercing in her eyebrow, tiny zits on her forehead. The other little pisser, the smaller one, hadn’t noticed the intervention yet and, absorbed in the game, kept talking into the speaker of the red-and-blue metal pole, words dissolving in laughter, trying to out-argue the dispatcher’s irritated, hoarse-voiced, barked responses. Finally, surprised at her friend’s silence, she also turned around, saw the man, his firm grip on the silver jacket sleeve, his tight lips—and stared in fright with her little pale eyes: a bony little insect, mouth full of braces. At that point he released the cautiously bucking girlish elbow.

“Just so you know,” he said, very, very quietly, “my dad died because of people like you. He had a heart attack, just like that, in the middle of the station, and the dispatcher didn’t answer because some retards like you had been shouting into the mic right beforehand.”

He turned around and headed off toward the walkway, not bothering to look back. He had already done this twice or three times and never looked back. Actually, he did it every time he’d see teenagers entertaining themselves with emergency phones in stations: he would walk up, grab an elbow, pronounce the same set of phrases, and then walk away slowly; while he walked, he would imagine that everything really had happened that way: there’s his father, lying on the marble floor; there he is, shaking his father by the shoulders, crookedly unbuttoning his loose collar; the camera zooms out and captures the useless circle of people standing on the platform, and he himself, grasping everything but refusing to understand, is shouting something into the red intercom—maybe “We need a doctor!” or “Call an ambulance!”—pushing the button, but the intercom doesn’t answer. He could see that picture so clearly, so easily. If only it had really been that way, he would think every time: if only it had really been just like that, and there hadn’t been the gunshot, or the water, or anything like that.

JULIET

He didn’t hear her come in, but smelled her perfume, strong, spicy, almost vulgar, luxurious, and his lips began to throb. She had seen to it that there was no light, had even drawn the shades, and he could barely see her, approaching soundlessly—a dark patch on a dark background. He stretched out his hand, but she gripped his wrist unexpectedly firmly, the touch of the glove’s cool satin seemed provocatively racy to him, he involuntarily tensed his legs, exhaled, surrendered to her mercy, and she began to unhurriedly stroke her gloved hand over his chest, then his belly, pitilessly going as far as his belly button and then freezing. He raised his knee impatiently, but she did not react to this request in any way, instead bending down lower, and he began to greedily inhale the fragrance of the soft, warm hemispheres of her corset-uplifted breasts. She bent down even lower, and he couldn’t resist, grabbed her thigh, tried to stick his finger under the wide lace top of the stocking and immediately got a satin palm to the mouth. The distance between his face and her breasts immediately widened, the hand caressing his belly left him. He absorbed the lesson and froze piteously, and was forgiven—he was allowed to take the tight satin glove off with his teeth, finger by finger, and greedily wrap his lips around a slim finger with its short, slightly rough nail. He moaned with pleasure when that finger began to stroke his tongue. She carefully swung a leg across him, got up on her knees, he managed to smell a different smell through the perfume, a human, fleshly one, and arched his back, trying to touch her flesh with his, but she didn’t rush to bring her body downward, kept waiting and waiting, then pressed her hands into the pillow behind his head, collapsed onto her side and rolled over toward the wall. He tried to catch his breath, found the light switch behind the nightstand by touch, turned on the light, she moaned pitifully and shielded herself from the light with a hand.

“What is it?” he asked. “What is it, what’s wrong, kitten?”

“This just doesn’t help,” she said. “It just doesn’t help. It was my idea, I know, I know, I’m sorry. But all this gear, you know, it doesn’t make me feel any better. I’m sorry. A tarted-up old bimbo—that’s what I feel like.”

IN TIME

There was a kind of unhealthy melodrama to the whole scene—the tiles, the smell that was simultaneously sterile and nauseating, the vile absence of shadows, the artificial light of the place, the way that pair froze stupidly in the doorway, the mustachioed man and the woman with the long, funereally serious face who had escorted him here. It all smacked of poor staging, like a bad show whiling away its life on daytime TV, but it was impossible to resist: he felt his face stretching into an imperceptibly standard expression, his steps becoming ostentatiously slow, and there was even something comical peeking through. Evidently this was the only way he could endure the journey from the door to the high table, to the body covered with a sheet that seemed, in the harsh direct light, to be made of cardboard, to the moment when whoever was supposed to do so lifted the corner of this sheet (also, incidentally, with an inappropriately slow gesture) off Ada’s face. He looked at his daughter, was asked the appropriate questions, gave the appropriate answers, was given to understand that the identification was over and it was time to leave, but he didn’t leave. Far from it—he came closer to the table, bent over and began to look at her closely, and kept looking and looking, and couldn’t tear himself away, because it turned out that Ada had braces on her teeth, Mira had made her get braces after all, and he didn’t even know—and wouldn’t have found out until Ada came to his place for the three summer weeks the court allowed him.


SOMETHING LIKE THAT (A WAR STORY)

TRANSLATED BY OLGA BREININGER AND RACHAEL ALLISON LEE

1.

—…We also had Aunt Lusya, Lyudmila. She was a good swimmer before the war, a world-class athlete. They evacuated her factory, like moved the whole thing out near Ashkhabad, workers and all. The factory wasn’t top-secret, but it was important: they made stove parts there, which were somehow important to the war effort. And some parts needed to be moved from the factory to the warehouse across the bay, but you couldn’t do it all at once because some of the parts couldn’t be transported near the fuel, and also the fuel couldn’t be near the cleaning cloths, or something like that. Well, they figured out how to transport the parts, but they had to move them across the bay, back and forth all the time, it couldn’t be done in one go. And for this they used people who were not very important to the factory, like my aunt. Two women and my aunt. On this little tiny motorboat. And at this time they were evacuating the top brass from Ashkhabad because there was a rumor that the Germans had some kind of plane capable of bombing the city. So they put all the brass on a cruiser and sent them off, promising to move the ­factory later. And this cruiser crashed into the little motorboat, hard. And didn’t even stop. And these women started to drown. But Aunt Lusya was a super swimmer and she tried with all her might to swim to the surface, but she was trapped under the motorboat and the wet cleaning cloths were clinging to her. And then she realized: Okay, this is death. She opened her eyes to die with dignity. And there in the water she sees all the sea creatures watching her, all of them. Just standing there watching her. Creatures beyond what she could have imagined. Well, there were fish, of course, but also other creatures she couldn’t even have imagined. And they’re watching her calmly, not like they’re going to eat her, but like they’re children. And suddenly there’s some movement among them, like they’re moving aside, and a gigantic octopus appeared. And this octopus chucked my aunt to the surface, over to the other side of the bay. And she never went back to the factory, but stayed there, and Grandma kept receiving letters from her for a long time.

2.

—…Grandpa’s dad worked in a top-secret lab, they were making this stuff you could throw into the water from a parachute, and it would make the water stiff like jelly. That got Grandpa’s family an apartment in Moscow.

3.

—…I remember my great-grandpa a little bit, he had a horsey, a horse. They lived on the left bank with a garden gone completely wild, but regular stuff still grew there, and my cousin and I used to pick the cherries and currants. These cherries were tiny, really just pits, but, you know, for a city kid to be picking cherries from a real tree, you understand…And Great-Grandpa was a proper ­carriage driver, with a horsey. He mainly moved furniture, and he’d take us for rides. My brother and I called each other cousin and cousine in French, we liked that kind of thing, in general we put on airs and graces, plus getting to ride around in the carriage, you understand. Bookish kids. And Great-Grandpa himself was quite a reader before the war, during the evacuation he reassembled his library and dragged it back to Sevastopol on his own back. But they called him up again and made him a driver to drive the brass around in an armored truck. And this one time, he was driving without any passengers through a village, very angry that they’d made him go at all, and so he was driving through an empty village, everyone had already run off, and he was driving really fast. And then wham, and the car swerved, and he thought: I ran over a chicken. This happened a lot, in the villages people would ditch chickens, turkeys, and they’d go wild. But it was a little girl. So, he ran her over. And afterward, he started to feel that instead of legs he had rooster tails to the knees. He walks normally and when he looks down he sees legs, but when he isn’t looking, he is dead sure there are feathers, springy ones. Like they’re curved. Now there was a Tajik serving with him in the army, and he promised Grandpa that he would cast a spell that would make everything go away. Grandpa lay down on the ground, the Tajik started whispering, going on and on, and suddenly Grandpa started to choke, and right out of his stomach, as if it were his guts, all this crap started climbing out—some binoculars, rags, then the wheels of his truck. Grandpa’s blue, choking, and the Tajik’s whispering. And then right behind the wheels the little girl climbed out of him, and Grandpa—I mean, Great-Grandpa—starts screaming: “There she is, that bitch, the scum that threw herself under my wheels!” And then everything climbed back into his stomach and his stomach slammed shut, and there was nothing more the Tajik could do. How do I know this? I mean, I don’t know it exactly, my cousin told me about it like it was a terrible secret. How he knew about it, I have no idea, probably overheard it.

4.

—…Grandpa used to tell Dad that the scariest thing is the way the Germans pronounce “Kalashnikov.” There was something about it…we just can’t understand now.

5.

—…So they didn’t even know where they were, and suddenly they’re told: a musician is coming. And for some reason they decided that it was Lyubov Orlova, who was this actress, a star, a blonde, like a Soviet Marilyn Monroe, only respectable. Well, so for some reason they decided this, wishful thinking probably; they joked about it for a few days, and so on. Now this was somewhere in a neighborhood of Budapest, they didn’t know where exactly, but it’s already clear that victory’s coming, spirits are high, it’s springtime. And these guys weren’t dog shit either, they were all fighter pilots, even though they’d been transferred to the new base without airplanes, just brought over in trucks, the airplanes were supposed to arrive later, once they were repaired. And in one of the empty houses Great-Grandpa and his friend found an easy chair, only really wide, like super comfy. And they fitted it with truck parts, like a motor, so that this chair could lift a person into the air. Not make them fly exactly, but it could lift them pretty high and hover there in the air; true, it rattled an awful lot, but understand—they were real pilots, they could fix anything, they could take a plane apart and put it back together, they knew everything about mechanics. Well, so they were riding around in their chair, boozing it up there in the air, it was boring and everyone had fled the city, it’d all been bombed to ­smithereens. And the brass tells them: a musician is coming. So they decided that it was Lyubov Orlova and then they’re told: she’s on her way. Grandpa—I mean, Great-Grandpa—went up in the armchair and instead of a lady he sees two American convertibles, it’s the Allies. And they had some Negro with them. Anyway, it was Jimi ­Hendrix, can you believe it? Back then they were constantly sending all kinds of singers and performers to the front to cheer up the troops, the Allies, so they sent Jimi Hendrix. And there was a concert. Well, of course, they showed him the camp, partied all night long. Now my grandpa was sort of a translator, he knew ­English like a native because of that story with my grandma—I mean my great-grandma or whoever she is to me, anyway with his mom, I mean—I told you that one already. So he drank with Hendrix until late at night, and then they showed him the armchair, sat him in it, and lifted it like twenty feet up in the air. And all of a sudden Hendrix says from up there: someone’s coming, but in the dark I can’t tell who it is. So, just in case, they all got their guns—there were local partisans living in the ruins, in the city, and street children, who were attacking and killing our guys. And whoever it was out there was now afraid to get any closer because the armchair’s making such a racket, and they also can’t see in the dark, can’t tell what it was. And then Hendrix says: pass the guitar up here and I’ll sing. If it’s our guys, they’ll sing along, and if they stay quiet, then shoot. And he started singing, and the answer is silence and some shouting in the local language. So they had to start shooting, but you can’t really shoot in the dark so they hit hardly anyone at all.

6.

—…Grandpa tells this story about how the older kids would swim in ice holes, this was the cool thing to do in their village. They’d get naked in the snow, stretch one arm out, shout “Ooooo!” then take a running start and jump in. But when the war started someone snitched on them that they were making the Sieg Heil sign, and they were all taken away.

7.

—…Grandma and her sister, they’re real, real old, my mom was a late-in-life child, and me and my sister too: when mom gave birth to us, she was thirty-two. She wanted one boy and got two girls instead. Grandma and her sister were still little during the war, like seven or eight years old. Their dad left for the front, he was disabled, had a limp, but he was a doctor, and by then they were taking every doctor they could get, so they took him too. And their mom began weaving these big mats out of rope, very beautiful, she weaves one and then undoes it—she’s doing that all the time, doesn’t feed them, doesn’t even talk. And they ran away, and this was in Vologda, actually, we’re all from Vologda, and the war was already there, the Germans were very close. So they decided to be daughters of the regiment and ran to the forest where the soldiers were, they barely made it. And they said: we want to be daughters of the regiment. Well, they were these two little squirts, maybe eight or ten years old, all funny-looking and super skinny, it was wartime, after all. So the colonel yelled at them, of course, and got a soldier to take them home. The soldier took them to the city and then says: you’re on your own from here, I have to get back. He left, and then Rita—that’s Grandma’s sister—says: look at all the shell casings lying here on the road, this is where our side was retreating. And it’s true, the entire road to the city is covered in shell casings. And Rita says: whoever walks along here can count the shells and figure out how many soldiers we have. So they went back and started to collect all those shells in their aprons. And then Rita said to Grandma: “Zina, someone’s breathing.” And they looked into a ditch and they see a wounded man lying there. He had apparently rolled there, and then everyone had left. They took off his uniform jacket, braided the sleeves together to make a bag, and gathered the shells into this bag, and the next morning they dragged the full bag of shells to the regiment. Can you imagine? Two little squirts, like seven or eight years old. Well, of course they still didn’t take them into the regiment, just gave them some canned food and sent them home.

8.

—…My mom remembers the beginning well, Grandma used to take her along to the hairdresser, but in the days before graduation everywhere was packed with schoolgirls and Grandma couldn’t get a manicure. Mom was only three, but she says: “I remember it all—we walked in, and there were all these good-looking boys in suits waiting for their girls to get manicures, but Mom was feeling really sick, so we didn’t wait and left. I was really sad about it, there was a brocade curtain there, and while Mom was getting a manicure I would pretend to be a queen, and then they’d paint my pinkie nail.”

9.

—…When they started evacuating everyone, my grandpa had just gotten very sick. He was little then, like six years old, I think. And the neighbor lady kept coming around and shouting at his mom not to take her sick child on the train because he’d infect everyone. And Grandpa was really scared that everyone would leave and he’d die, he had a really high fever, and he kept thinking that the train was going to leave. And Mom kept trying to persuade him that he wasn’t contagious, that it was just a case of salt-sickness. And she would tell him that once when she was little she’d seen a salt-sick nanny goat at dawn, all shiny. Mom thought that the goat was made of something special, she ran up to touch it, and she sees that the goat is barely moving. So that was salt-sickness, and if you don’t drink hot liquids, you’ll gradually get covered in little salt crystals, get sick, and die. She was saying this to get him to drink lots of hot liquids because they couldn’t get ahold of a doctor, all of the doctors had been sent to the front, even the disabled ones. There was only the hospital director, the only one in the entire city, and everyone was trying to get him, and Mom couldn’t get ahold of him. And Grandpa kept touching his right temple ’cause there were little crystals there, and he was really scared and didn’t tell Mom and tried to cover it up with his hair. And she went and stood under that doctor’s windows until he came out. He came out and asks: What’s his temperature? And Grandpa, when they took his temperature, he barely squeezed it because the thermometer was chipped at the top and that thin tube of mercury stuck out and he was afraid his fever would make the thermometer burst. So the doctor asks: How many days has he been in bed? And Mom says: Seven, and the doctor asks: And what’s his temperature? She says: Ninety-nine-point-seven. He turned her towards the streetlamp, looked at her face and says: “Looking at you I wouldn’t say he’s a ninety-nine-point-seven, let’s go.” They got there and the doctor says: Put some music on the gramophone for me, I can’t work without music. But Grandpa and Mom—that is, his mom—only had these happy-go-lucky records, and the doctor was pretty peeved. Then he took Grandpa’s temperature and, of course, it was one hundred and four. He started to dig around in his hair, and his whole head was already covered in these little crystals. So they never did get evacuated.

10.

—…They lived somewhere where the revolution started late and the war came right after. So Grandpa told Dad that behind the city there was this little hill used for execution by firing squad, and they would go there to watch: the Whites, the Reds, the Whites, the Reds, then the Germans, the Partisans, the Germans, the Partisans, each in their turn. Almost every day.

11.

—…She’s probably like forty already, not much older than me, but she has like a grandma name: Musya, Musya. Her name’s actually Mustafa, but you can’t call a girl that, so it’s Musya. Three months ago, I was going home after surgery, Dad was driving me home, and I was still, like, blerg. And then Dad, he wanted to entertain me, and he knows that I love history—him, not so much. So he tells me: did you know your grandfather was responsible for the relocation of the Meskhetian Turks during the war? They were deporting them and relocating them somewhere, Beria wrote to Stalin that they didn’t respect Soviet authority. And your grandpa was involved in this. Dad sees my eyes pop out of my head and quickly says: no, no, he wasn’t the one evicting them from their homes! Somebody else was in charge of that. He was only in charge of the relocation. That’s when I started to think: if ever I meet one of these Turks, I must confess. So Musya and I met in Prague, she was working there as a translator at some mission. We got to talking about where we’re from, who our people are, and she goes: Meskhetians. I tell her: you know, my grandfather resettled you. And she’s like: yeah, well, mine signed off on the lists, so where does that leave us?

12.

—…Great-Grandma didn’t let her husband back into the house after the war, wouldn’t let him in for three days. She knew what day his train was arriving and had been toiling since morning. She worked in the mines, would fall into bed just as she was, wouldn’t wash her hands for three days at a time—that’s how they lived, it was wartime. Now she took a bath, started curling her hair. She had nothing—a single suitcase, but she looked after it well. She always found ways to do things, come up with something elegant, even during all the Soviet crap—like, she would curl her hair on a fork like it was a curling iron: clamp the hair with a cloth, heat the handle, and then twist. That’s how she was. And she got out her pre-war clothes, silk lingerie, a dress, a necklace. She even knew how to look made-up, even though there was nothing. She did her makeup. She started at six that morning, and the train was arriving at five in the evening. And he comes knocking, but she doesn’t open up. Well, the women came running, it was a dorm, everyone knew everything, eight people to a room in bunk beds. Her people, the ones in the room with her, are like: “Raya, open up!” No response. So they broke in. And she was standing in front of the mirror, wearing heels, a scarf on her shoulders, all that. They say to her: “Raya, why won’t you let your husband in?” And she says: “What for?”

13.

—…You don’t have to tell me about this stuff—my uncle, Grandpa’s older brother, has been telling me about it my whole life. Their research institute was being transported somewhere on a barge, away from the Germans, there were like two hundred of them. And all of a sudden planes are flying overhead, usually they’d dock and hide, but this time they see that it’s our guys. Usually they’d dock quickly and run to hide, but this time they stayed put. And suddenly there are bombs, they’re being bombed by their own guys. One woman got knocked out, and he was hit somehow too. He came to in the water, she’s lying on a board, unconscious but still alive. It’s September, the water’s cold, he realizes that he has to swim, so he grabbed on to her board and started pushing both himself and her. He’s pushing and pushing and suddenly he sees that the water’s blocked off, like with a fence, but there’s a way through. He swam to this passage and pushed her through, but on the other side the whole river had been transformed into a fine labyrinth made of all these iron gates, basically, no boat could get through, that’s the whole point, someone unfamiliar wouldn’t be able to get out. Well, he was a mathematician and kind of understood part of it, and he decided—I’ll keep trying until I freeze to death. And he got out, but how he doesn’t remember—all he remembers is that he would leave the woman, swim out to explore, and then come back and push her, and that the going-back part was the scariest. And do you know where it was that they swam out? In Petersburg, during the siege. So you don’t need to tell me about all this stuff.


THE BLIND EYE

TRANSLATED BY GIULIA DOSSI AND ASHLEY MORSE

Moscow, Tel Aviv, Ozolnieki, Berlin, Kiev, Špindlerův Mlýn, Riga, Piter, and more
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Sitting on suitcases in the days before her emigration, N. says longingly: “Jesus, just let me get to a different country and start hating a different government.”
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Some French teens on an exchange came to the school where my friends work. Between periods they went to chill with a group of kids who had gone out for a smoke, you know, like, “Hey, how ya doin’?” The group was just shooting the breeze and listening to ­music on a phone. The French teens asked what was playing. “It’s shanson,” the group replied. “What?” asked the French teens. “Shanson,” the group answered. “What?” “Shanson,” the group answered. “Hang on, we’ll explain it to you in a minute…”
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“They run that way—everyone follows; they run this way—everyone follows…”
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The billboard of a mobile service provider: “We’ve eliminated roaming across Russia!—For those who cheated on the Red Sea with the Black.” Great, keep it up. Next time the Red Sea might not even part.
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They started making ice cream in cones flattened on both sides. It’s called a “flat cone.” All you can think about is a tiny memorial plaque on the freezer: “Cone, squashed. 1921–2015. Posthumously rehabilitated.”
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K.’s driver is a drunk. K. found this out when he discovered that the driver had like twenty mini bottles of liquor hidden under some random piece of canvas in the garage. It then became clear why the driver was always trying to linger in the garage under some pretext until K. went into the house: he was hitting the bottle. Upon questioning, the driver swore before man and God that he drinks no more than once a day and exactly one mini bottle—which he does only once he’s come back to the garage with his boss after work. He swears that he doesn’t do it for pleasure, but just to take a break—and not because he needs it so bad, but so that his family can’t ask him to drive them anywhere in the evening. He claims that he didn’t used to drink at all, but he couldn’t ever take a break, he was at it twenty hours a day—until a co-worker gave him the recommendation.
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An announcement over the loudspeaker on Gordon Beach: “Ladies and gentlemen, lifeguard duty is over for today. I see that the guy in the red trunks is pleased. I’ve seen a lot of people like you. First you’re all happy, then you start screaming ‘Help!’ Good-bye, ladies and gentlemen. God save the guy in the red trunks.”
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Now we’re gonna teach you to love Brodsky.
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A little Italian greyhound—a super-tiny, gentle little thing, was sitting next to me on the plane. He had gone to get married. According to his owner, “He was such a good boy.” He didn’t get drunk at the wedding, I guess, or get into a fight with the MC, and just kept it together in general.
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Because I was missing my cat in Israel, I decided to get a little turtle. I went to the pet store and was like: “Please sell me a turtle.” For some reason the salesman started looking over his shoulder and went to check whether anyone was listening by the door. I decided that it must be some kind of mysterious prank or meme unknown to me, like, someone says: “I want to buy a turtle,” and then his colleague jumps out from behind a door and smacks you on the forehead with a crowbar, I don’t know. I explained to the salesman in all honesty that I didn’t mean anything by it—I actually wanted to buy a turtle. But it turns out that in Israel the sale of turtles is illegal because they’re on the list of protected animals or something. “But wait,” I said, “they run around in the parking lots by the beach, I’m just too weak to catch one myself—I’d rather pay.” Sure, the salesman said, not all species are rare, but to prevent people from catching and selling the rare ones, any sale of them is illegal. “Wait, wait,” I said, “so for example, if I take a good running start and catch one of the ones in the parking lot, can I actually keep it?”—“Yeah, sure.”—“But I can’t sell it?”—“No.”—“And if I catch two (I don’t know how, but hypothetically)—I can keep them?”—“Of course.”—“What about three?”—“By all means.”—“Fifteen?”—“Well, theoretically someone could report you and animal protection would show up and ask why you have so many turtles.”—“But what if my two turtles reproduce—what should I do then? Can I sell the babies?”—“No.” I realized that all of this reminded me of some eerily similar situation, but I couldn’t figure out exactly which one. By now, of course, I wanted a turtle like crazy—I couldn’t even think about anything else. “Listen up,” I said. “I swear to you, there’s nobody behind the door, but I’m gonna Google it right now, I can get a turtle online, can’t I? Can’t I?” At this point the salesman leaned over and whispered: “Just remember that any ad could be a trap. You show up and bam—the police are waiting for you!” And that was when it hit me! I got it! Keeping turtles in small doses for personal use—that’s fine. But growing and selling—that’s not okay. Only one thing remains unclear: how do you “do a little turtle,” exactly—do you snort? Do you vape?
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I have a printout hanging over my bed: “In return for those tears that were shed on this Earth, it pleased our Lord to raise the price of oil to 95 dollars a barrel. O. Tabakov, 2007.” I told Gavrilov about it and Gavrilov went all wide-eyed and said that now everything makes sense. Basically, he says, they’ve run out of tears—and so, since 2007, the Russian Federal government has focused all its efforts on getting citizens to cry enough for 15–20 more bucks a barrel. Or at least 13–14.

[image: image]

I accidentally Googled: “I followed each and every rule and got into the top ten schools.” Christ, how poetic.
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Someone gave M. a miniature pig that, naturally, turned out to be just a regular pig. But M. had already come to love the pig and kept it in the house along with her three cats. The pig burrowed in the carpets, gored the designer furniture, and chewed up the towels, but M. still loved it and would explain to her family how sweet it was, especially since her cats were so evil, shameless, lacking any compassion, and unwilling to accept any form of authority. Basically, M. thought the pig could hardly make the existing situation any worse, so she coddled and pampered it, bought it 100 percent cotton towels for healthy eating. Her relatives tried to explain to M. that the pig had enslaved her, but M. replied that it was okay, the pig is very smart and being a slave to a very smart being wasn’t so bad. At a certain moment the pig had grown so big that it could barely fit through the door. Reluctantly, M. put the pig on a diet: no oats, no towels, just goutweed. Then one night, M. heard something like: “Oink, oink!” Then, “Swish, swish!” Then, “Smack!” Then, “Nom, nom, nom,” then “Oink! Oink!” Then, “Swish, swish!” Then, “Smack!” Then, “Nom, nom, nom…” Horrified, M. ran into the kitchen and there was the pig, standing there in front of the fridge, going, “Oink! Oink!” And on top of the fridge are the three cats, tossing down cookies with their paws, just like that: “Swish, swish!” The cookie would land on the pig, “Smack!” the pig would “Nom, nom, nom” it and start again, “Oink! Oink!” At that moment M. understood that the pig had enslaved the cats, too. And for some reason that scared her so badly that no one has seen the pig since.
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The first thing two morons do after signing their marriage license is take out their phones and update their Facebook statuses.
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In 1994, when poet G.’s son was about to start his mandatory service in the Israeli army, G. the poet was incredibly nervous because his own memories of the Soviet army were predictably bloodcurdling. On the very first day, his son called from the army and told him that the situation was terrible; the officers were humiliating them and he felt that it was all gonna end badly. The next day, his son didn’t call—one of his friends called instead, to say that the son had been punished because he had tried to fight with an officer. G. didn’t sleep all night and the next morning went up to the camp to save his boy. The boy showed up with a bruised cheekbone; G.’s heart sank and blood rushed to his furious eyes. It turned out that on the first day the soldiers were asked to sit on cold stones during a lecture! The soldiers mutinied and prevailed—they were allowed to sit on their helmets. G.’s son slid off his helmet and banged his cheek against a tree. But now, as he put it, “the army will think twice before it tries to humiliate me!”
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At a table in a Moscow café, a somewhat tipsy, not-so-young man in a white shirt and red tie bellowed: “Everything’s gonna be fine! Russia has always wallowed in shit and flourished!”
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Yermilov found a web service called—well, let’s call it “Toybox”: you sign up on the website and every month they send you some kind of sex toy—a mystery sex toy, in fact. “I believe,” says Yermilov, “that the experience of progress should be more actively applied to life and expanded in every possible way. They should just say it like that: ‘At this time our group of cofounders is working on a platform called ‘Swagbox’ that will deliver people random selections of clothes. Then we’ll launch a revolutionary startup called ‘Pharmabox,’ a weekly delivery of randomly selected powerful prescription drugs.’”
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Having just arrived in Israel, O. was told that Tel Aviv is a beautiful, safe, and gentle city where you can be completely at ease walking around alone at night. The only place that should be avoided is the huge old bus station. Only nobody could explain exactly why it was so dangerous; the consensus was just that it was a bad place where people sold drugs. A week later O. told me that she’d been going to the old bus station at night, that the place actually was pretty bad—the drugs were shitty. Once again, folk wisdom proved correct.
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Four posts on my newsfeed, one after the other: “I’m getting married on Friday!” “We’re together now!” “I moved to my dream location!” “We got puppies!” Now that’s what I call a pre-war newsfeed.

[image: image]

Hanging out with the Kuznetsovs, their daughter Anna and son Danny, I was saying that in the Czech town of Špindlerův Mlýn, I found a fucking amazing…—I guiltily checked myself: “Oops!” “Linor,” Anna said sweetly, putting her hand on mine, “Me and Danny already know the word ‘found.’”
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The guy who replaced my broken cell phone screen in Kiev looked exactly like the new media artist Oleg Pashchenko. Not that he knew who Oleg Pashchenko was, but when we explained, it turned out that the guy’s girlfriend had one of Pashchenko’s works tattooed on her. As always, truth is more shameless than fiction.
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The psychologist K. was asked to consult on the case of a girl who, after making even the smallest mistake, would begin to cry, repent, and beg those around her for forgiveness. K. realized that she would need to have a chat with the girl’s mother. “You know,” she says, “it would be great if your daughter knew that she really doesn’t have to be perfect all the time.” “Oh my God, you don’t even know how right you are!” exclaims the mother. “Like, I’ve been telling her the exact same thing, like all the time! I keep saying to her: Olya, you don’t always have to be perfect! Look at me—even I’m not perfect all the time!”
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“We in Russia are really getting our asses spiritually stapled,” says Gortsakalian.
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S. writes: “I hope that I’m not such an important person in your life that you actually follow my advice, which is why I keep giving it to you…”
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When little Vivian learned to answer the question, “What’s your name?” instead of the expected “Vivi,” for some reason she would say, “Vi-vi-vuh!” Her parents didn’t understand where that third syllable came from and invented lots of funny jokes about it, until the moment when the girl tried to reach her entire hand into a bowl of soup and, in response to her father’s shouted admonition, gaily uttered her famous “Vi-vi-vuh!” It was at that moment that her parents began to suspect that their child believed her name to be “Vivi, fuck!”
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An employee of the I.R. advertising agency once told me that a client asked his colleagues for an exact Russian translation of a Hebrew slogan containing the word “mitragshim.” His colleagues explained that, in the context of the slogan, the word doesn’t really translate into Russian: you could say “worry,” but that would introduce an element of uneasiness, or you could try “struggle,” but that would create a feeling of alarm…Basically, in Russian there’s no direct translation for this word—it just wasn’t gonna happen. The Israelis didn’t believe them. The advertisers joked that Russians just don’t “mitragshim.” “But wait,” said the Israelis, “say, for example, a bride on her wedding day—what does she do?” “Cries…?”
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“…of course, there is a pacifist pathos in the work of Vadim Sidur that I just don’t share,” Vsevolod Chaplin, ardent champion of Orthodox values, informs us in connection with the attack on the sculpture exhibition at the Moscow Manège in 2015. An episode with the marvelous beauty of a Moebius strip: an operatic kind of beauty, I would say.
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A certain humanitarian NGO—let’s just call it NGO X—is having to close up shop after being designated a “foreign agent” and now, downcast, has to figure out what to do with a forthcoming book series under the heading “NGO X Library.” “Look,” the employees say, “what if we kept publishing the series under the same title? Couldn’t the ‘NGO X Library’ exist without the participation of NGO X?” “Well, technically, it could,” the head of NGO X pensively replies. “After all, the Church of Christ the Savior exists without the participation of Christ the Savior…”
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#ISpy: a very young girl in shorts and an embroidered Ukrainian folk shirt telling an aging nun with a backpack the recipe for sugar cookies.
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Yermilov told me how in the metro a guy was explaining to two girls how men and women are “fundamentally different.” As evidence, the young man referred to an episode from Huckleberry Finn: allegedly, when a something is tossed into a boy’s lap he quickly closes his legs, whereas a girl will open them. “So the thing will go through and not hit her?” asked one of the girls. “Exactly!” the young man happily and energetically confirmed, and then, said Yermilov, “he went on and on about the ‘woman’s way’ of solving problems through avoidance.”

I think this story is worth telling to students (I mean my students who are studying costume theory). First of all, as an illustration of how wearing a specific kind of clothing gets imprinted on the subconscious (like, catching something with the hem of your skirt* was a subconscious and instantaneous action determined by the immutable and lifelong presence of that very skirt; nowadays, even a woman wearing a long skirt is probably more likely to close her legs in that situation than to open them). Secondly and more importantly, it’s an illustration of why it is important to study the fundamentals of the theory and history of costume, regardless of what discipline within the humanities you’re planning to study**—if only to avoid forgetting that people do wear clothes. And thirdly and most importantly, it’s an example that perfectly lays bare the problems faced by the outsider researcher seeking to explain the behavioral patterns of an alien culture.

*If, of course, we consider Mark Twain to be an authoritative observer of girls. More sources needed?☺

**Although in the specific situation in question, common sense should have been enough, but such is the aplomb of youth and so on.
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#ISpy: a shortish butcher thoughtfully lunching behind the counter on pickles and quail.
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An advertisement on a pole in Tel Aviv: “Cozy room available for intimate encounters. Available by the hour, Mon-Thurs 8:00am-3:00pm.” Looks like someone very enterprising is working the first shift!
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Gavrilov contemplates why it is that ethnic Russians wishing to conduct their personal lives in unbearably complicated fashion always, without fail, seem to do so in Nice, or Biarritz, or, worst case scenario, in Tel Aviv. He suggests that in those places life is good, which leaves Russians with plenty of internal space for suffering. “Let’s say someone lives in Torzhok, well, how much suffering can she really fit in? Not much. In Biarritz on the other hand, there’s loads of free space!” This logic seems outrageous to me, insofar as it suggests that the volume of suffering that fits inside a native Russian is ultimately finite. I really feel like that undermines “spiritual staples” of the motherland and is a treasonous thing to say, Mr. Gavrilov.
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People can call an article in a medical journal “Two Knitting Needles in the Thorax in a Suicide Attempt Diagnosed on Day 6 and Treated Conservatively.” And you talk about “flash fiction.”
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On the playground, a kid comforts a crying friend with a bump on his forehead: “Don’t cry, this stick is here so that we can learn how to bang our heads properly.”


EXCERPTS FROM BIBLICAL ZOO

TRANSLATED BY ASHLEY MORSE AND ALEX TULLOCK

SPIRITUAL RABBITS

God made the wild animals of the earth of every kind, and the cattle of every kind, and everything that creeps upon the ground of every kind. And God saw that it was good.

▶ Genesis 1:25, NRSV

You’re going to Israel for a month and a half and looking for an apartment—online to start. You sort through the initial options. The majority of apartments on the internet, intended for short-term lease, have exactly one feature: “Close to the beach.” Someone with a fear of sand, bright light, and dolphins has to deal with hints, half-hints, and photos taken from strange angles. (With most shots, it’s not hard to guess that the photographer is trying to do his work without getting up from the sofa; that shadow looming across every shot belongs to his wife, who’s been chewing his ear off about the necessity of posting an online ad because we’re leaving in a week, the day after tomorrow, in an hour, “the taxi’s waiting downstairs!”) I’ve been living in Israel on and off for the past ten years, either staying with my parents or, if it’s for work, in a hotel; accordingly, I haven’t looked for an apartment for about twelve years. But like all expats, I feel both aggressive and sentimental about my homeland. I love everything and nothing satisfies me. That is, I always want an apartment in a neighborhood that’s enchanting, lively, quiet, empty, crowded, right by the sea, a ways from the beach, with a quirky layout, the simpler the better, in a very interesting area, directly over a supermarket, right next to a nice restaurant, close to fast-food falafel—and so on. Meanwhile, the television is constantly informing the world that the situation with apartments in Israel is a total nightmare, that there’s nowhere to live, prices are hellacious, and all that. In a panic, you start asking your friends for advice. Friend X, who has just sold one apartment in Tel Aviv and bought another, tells you, “Don’t sweat it, dude. True, it’ll be really expensive, but it’ll work out. Worst-case scenario, you’ll live in a tent, it’s really trendy these days, there’s tent protests against high rent, people have been living in tents for months already, we go there to smoke weed.” I riffle through online ads. I turn up a surprising number of posts with mind-boggling apartments for ridiculously little money. I send X the links. “I dunno,” X says warily, “maybe they’re brothels?” A brothel would never take me, I’m too old. The specter of a tent appears before me; it’s 90 degrees outside and I don’t smoke that much. I arrive, leave my suitcase at my parents’, and go look at apartments. Mom insists that I take a gas mask with me. It occurs to me that if you live in a tent right in the middle of Rothschild Boulevard, a gas mask might not be such a bad idea.

A charming, cozy, bright apartment in Ramat Aviv, one of the most off-the-hook neighborhoods in Tel Aviv. The owners are departing on a diplomatic mission to Sweden and renting it for really cheap—they don’t need money, they need a cultured tenant with a love of lame rabbits. The rabbit’s name is Ehrlich, after the owner’s first wife’s maiden name. He has a crazy appetite—given the chance, he’ll eat you out of house and home. Ehrlich devours everything: the carpet, a porcelain statue from the golden age of Bauhaus, a chair leg.1 The universe, with its perverse sense of humor, has conspired to make the lacquer on the antique chair leg do something to the rabbit’s nervous system that paralyzes his right hind leg. The rabbit drags it behind him, like Lord Chesterfield proudly demonstrating to the world his aristocratic case of gout, acquired through an excessive consumption of Rheinwein and Tokay. The rabbit needs looking after—and that’s how you pay for an amazing apartment in an amazing neighborhood with an amazing Jacuzzi, amazing Bauhaus features, and a widescreen TV of amazing proportions. The owners themselves can’t believe how lucky you are to take care of such an incredible, gouty rabbit. Wash him twice a day, no need for more; injections six times per day—he has a vitamin deficiency; he eats only fresh foods, and don’t give him artichokes, they make him pee and poop. The rabbit looks at you with gloomy crimson eyes, slightly pulling back his upper lip. His frightening long teeth sparkle in the light of an amazing Tiffany lamp. The rabbit conveys to you that you can’t even imagine how and what he pees and poops—but soon you will. In anguish, you ask to see the Jacuzzi one more time, just because; it’s like looking at a beautiful woman whom you’re fated never to touch, or a museum statue in a city from which you’re being driven for drawing a penis on their proud coat of arms in the central square. You’re so sorry to part with the amazing owners that you nearly cry. Ehrlich trails you all the way to the door. He’s made it very clear to you who lives here and who doesn’t.
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There are almost no talking animals in the Old Testament. Except for the serpent, whose story is well known, poor Balaam’s ass has to hack it alone. And even she kept silent, more or less, until a surprise encounter with an angel made an exceptional impression on her.

VENUS FLYTRAP

There’s a Venus flytrap in apartment number two. It’s in Ramat Gan, in an excellent, quiet side street, with the back door of the low-lying apartment looking out onto a lovely garden. The owner is an elderly woman with short, bright red hair, delicately jingling bracelets, a smell of perfume about her. She’s a strong woman, she raised three sons, all military officers, one Canadian. This excellent woman is going to Canada to visit her grandsons. Her amazing little place is available for next to nothing, money’s of no interest to her, she’s never had money and never will—it’s not important, she says. What’s important is the garden. There are eighty-two types of plants in the garden, including artichokes. There’s a thick notebook of weeding, watering, and fertilizing regimens. It occurs to you that all that’s missing is to resettle Ehrlich to the garden and introduce him to the artichokes, but you keep this to yourself. You’re shown the Venus flytrap. A despondent cockroach, having already renounced this mortal world, twitches convulsively in its sticky jaws. There’s a whole bucket of them. Feed it once every two days, make sure to give it the fat ones, it’ll get upset if they’re too little. You feel like the flytrap and Ehrlich would have a lot in common, but you yourself don’t feel up to it all somehow. But you still spend forty minutes having coffee with the red-haired woman. She’s a former army doctor—you want me to make you breathe way easier? Crack! She pops your back with the side of a frying pan. Something in your back cracks interestingly, breathing really does get way easier, and you’re so sorry to leave that you nearly cry. The jaws of the Venus flytrap have now closed completely, and you’re vaguely comforted by the idea that it was already sated when the two of you met.

A breathtaking apartment in Givatayim, completely upholstered in black leather. The skinny, long-haired owner with three rings in his lower lip is about to do a month-and-a-half stint in jail for ­attacking a movie theater guard who requested that the owner check his two-meter-long, lead-handled whip at the door. He’s not interested in money, he just wants to give his apartment to someone who won’t “turn the place into a brothel.” An hour-and-a-half conversation about the features of the modern-day erotic couture (recorded on tape for an article in Theory of Fashion). He’s dying to try on the gas mask. I say that my mother wouldn’t like it. It’s a shame to part, but bailiffs come to take the owner away.

A magical two­story loft in Kfar Saba with one downside: every Thursday, a group of Ukrainian folk song enthusiasts gathers there—can you sing? A small, tidy, quiet apartment on Sheinkin Street in an aristocratic, bohemian Tel Aviv neighborhood, third floor. For a second, happiness beckons—a unpretentious girl opens the door, inside is unpretentious student furniture, an unpretentious fridge, an unpretentious cat on four mobile legs, a moderate number of houseplants, a working washing machine, and the girl is leaving for the fall to study something or other on an exchange program. The bedroom has no floor. It’s simply not there—it’s been disassembled. You look down to see a nice man in glasses waving at you warmly from the second floor. They tore up the floor and a curtain, ropes, and so on hang down from there now. You can’t be a slave to the system if theater is your life; you have to create theater yourself, within yourself, and all around.

A wonderful, tidily made bed is securely bolted to the wall, out of harm’s way. The girl is not interested in money, money is garbage; what’s important is spiritual elevation and the smiley man in glasses. No one in our country is interested in money; patriotism isn’t about money but about love; no money for us, thanks. You simply have to tune into that love, emotionally. That’s all you need—just live! Wash your rabbit, feed your flytrap, sing Ukrainian folk songs until you lose your voice, swing on slings, but the main thing is not to turn the place into a brothel. The owner of the leather apartment was outraged that, while he was serving his previous sentence, his friends did god-knows-what here, thirty people would gather at a time, it was shameful and in poor taste. It’s impossible to mistake an Israeli apartment for any other in the world—people live there not by choice but out of love. For lack of other options, people fall in love with it and make it beautiful due to pure affection for this shelter that lets you stay for a while, due to quirks, spiritual restlessness, lame rabbits, flytraps and all.

I call X and tell him that money is shit, garbage. Money doesn’t buy you anything, you know? You just need to wash your rabbits. Within yourself, around yourself. Don’t give in to the system, you know? Put up a tent, put on a gas mask, bolt yourself to the bed so that no bitch can ever part you from it—and live on, purely out of love. X says, “Listen, dude, I just saw an ad for an apartment and popped in. It’s an awesome apartment, it used to belong to Arabs, it’s in Old Yafo, it’s ancient, there’s mosaics, five-meter-high ceilings, a garden, everything. The landlords are Polish Jews who’ve lived here for a while, they love their house—it’s not a house, it’s a jewel. They’re great people, not interested in money, they just want to be sure that—how do I put it?—that you’ll care about their home, wholeheartedly, like it’s your own. You’ll meet them and you’ll be sorry to leave.” I ask about the downside of this magical apartment. Is there a tiger in the tub? Is there a pagan altar instead of a stove? Does the owners’ dog transform into the local bartender under the full moon? Like all expats, I’m ready to love everything about Israel. It’s just, I’d like to prepare myself emotionally somehow and start loving all of it right now, ahead of time. “We­e­e­ll,” X says cautiously, “it’s not exactly a downside…more like a special feature. This is an Arab neighborhood, you know. Arabs here, there, and everywhere. The neighbors are Arabs. There’s a mosque on the first floor—I mean, an Arab one. But you know,” X adds quickly, “they’re really sweet. Really chill Arabs, always smiling. I think they’re cool with it.” “Are they?” I ask cautiously. “We­e­e­ll,” X says, “how can you know? Soon there’ll be a Palestinian state—then we’ll see.”

The Arabs turned out to be really sweet after all. They helped me with my suitcase and offered me weed. They have a friendly little dog. They’re extremely fond of their neighborhood and hang little lanterns from the trees during Ramadan and water the bushes every day. And yeah, you know, soon we’ll have a Palestinian state and then we’ll see.

RESPONSIBLE GOPHERS

Go out of the ark, you and your wife, and your sons and your sons’ wives with you. Bring out with you every living thing […] nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done.

▶ Genesis 8:15–21, NRSV

People in Israel have a special relationship with the feeling of danger. It’s not that it’s dulled, it’s just that no one has the energy for it. All of your energy goes into convincing your relatives not to worry. With so many relatives, by the time you’ve convinced them all—what do you know, the war’s over. In the excellent words of a certain village idiot who lives in Jerusalem near the bus station (usually said as he takes three or four steps toward a random passerby): “Oy, as for you, good sir, I’m not worried about you at all! It’s obvious that you’re the kind of person a guy doesn’t need to worry about!” And then immediately to another passerby: “And you, my good man! Well, I’m absolutely not worried about you, not one bit! It’s obvious you’re the kind of person a guy just doesn’t have to worry about at all!”

It really reminds you of a typical conversation between an Israeli woman and a foreign relative after yet another explosion, terrorist attack, rocket strike, or military operation: “Ninochka! Come on, stop worrying about us! You know you’re not allowed to worry! If you worry about us, then we worry about you and it’s not like we don’t have enough to worry about as it is. What I mean to say is there’s absolutely no reason to worry about us! Ninochka! Ninochka, stop worrying! Ninochka! No, I can tell you’re worrying, I can hear it. When you worry your dentures always clack into the receiver!”

You go to your parents’ place for a couple days to relax. Your parents live in Beersheba, the most Jewish city in the world if you ask me: a university, plus a hospital, plus 4,000 municipal workers. You lie around in your pajamas in the middle of the living room, your mother’s cooking beautifully arrayed around you: a rich palette, thick brushstrokes—three kilos of jellied fish, a small bucket of borscht, a platter of fried zucchini, and a moderately fluffy homemade cake. There are two TV remotes so that peanut doesn’t have to bend over if she drops one. Suddenly, sirens: another rocket attack. A soft wail sweeps through the apartment. Nobody wants to go into the safe room2—you’d have to tear yourself away from the computer, a book—in some cases a cheesecake, of which at least a kilo and a half is still uneaten. But everyone makes a point of demonstrating that they’re responsible people or whatever—so they get up and go. The sirens wail. It’s cool in the safe room; everyone sits on stools.

“Want a little water, peanut?”

A little! There’s enough water here to last for three years. Also chocolate, crackers, canned goods, gas masks, and a bucket for—well, you know. What a time for a bombing, the assholes—they just had to interrupt peanut’s lunch. At this point we’re used to ­running to the safe room—we ran under Shamir, we ran under Rabin, we ran under Barak. We also ran under Olmert. We’re really sick of running, but being responsible people we dragged ourselves in here and sat down on these stools. Now we’re sitting here like docile gophers. The siren subsided—or did it? Dad, turn on the radio! For some reason the radio isn’t tuned to the news, but to a wavelength with stories and songs for babies. Everyone looks at Dad with interest. They offer to bring in a mattress and a bottle for him—he can fall asleep in here every night, we don’t care, except if they start bombing again we might accidentally trample him. Dad makes it look like the radio changed channels on its own and hastily turns the knobs. Suddenly, bang-bang—the music from The Terminator comes on. Everyone is amused.

But most importantly, a special notice is pasted to the wall: whom to call after the alarm subsides so they don’t worry. Twenty-one names in six countries. You have to tell each person something different; everyone’s heart is pained, everyone loves us. The full list takes about two hours to phone. At least we have plenty of canned goods! I wonder if we have a can opener in here? Turns out there’s no can opener. In the ensuing chorus of laughter, the radio falls to the floor and switches to the news. They still haven’t called off the alarm.

“Guys, who wants to pee in the bucket? We’ve been running to the safe room for twenty years and we’ve never peed in the bucket…”

Unfortunately, they call off the alarm—bad luck for the bucket again.

“Want some ice cream, peanut?”

“Naw.”

“Borya, it’s all this stupid emergency chocolate of yours! Peanut ate too much chocolate in the safe room, and now she doesn’t want ice cream!”
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Before the Flood, morals on earth were so bad that even animals of different species were copulating with each other. If it weren’t for the terrible consequences, you’d have to admit it was a great party.

The next day you go back to Tel Aviv. On the way, you listen to the news. Among other things: the doctors’ strike is winding down, the zoo’s newborn sand kitten is feeling great, Jerusalem’s got trams now, and they’re bombing Beersheba. Or really, they’re bombing the whole South—but for me of course that means they’re bombing Beersheba. To put it mildly, you’re worried. You call up your parents.

“Mom, Dad, be reasonable—come stay with me for a few days!”

“What are you talking about, peanut! And anyway, it’s all nonsense! There’s nothing like that going on here, you know! We’ve got bomb shelters everywhere!”

“Well, at least don’t leave the house!”

“We’re not going anywhere! I just sat down at the hair salon—I’m not going anywhere!”

“Mom!!!!”

“What? They have a safe room just like ours! They even have a bucket like ours…”

You call up Hayut and go: “Look, Hayut, if the bombing keeps up I’m heading back to be with my parents.”

“Sure, do it,” Hayut says. “Don’t forget to tell them. They’ll have a heart attack, bomb shelter or no.”

“Hayut,” I go, “I can’t take it, I’m worried for them.”

“Well, put on a gas mask, lock yourself in the closet, sit on a bucket and worry,” he suggests. “Show a little empathy!”

Hayut is callous. He used to play “Iron Dome” with the neighbors’ baby: “Fly, fly, fly—oops, we missed the enemy rocket! Fly, fly, fly—oops, we missed the enemy rocket!”3 He’s rough, Hayut.

“Dad, seriously—come stay!”

“Peanut, come on, we’re such responsible gophers. You know, if anything happens, we’ll…”

You do something or other, go somewhere or other, blah blah blah. You scan the news. Among other things: a young Israeli designer is conquering the American runway, the World of Taste culinary festival is kicking off in Rishon, the actress Hiam Abbass is making her directorial debut. Beersheba is getting bombed. “The village of Bumblefuck was wiped out.” You call your parents.

“Mom! Come on!!”

“Peanut, stop it, it’s all nonsense, everything’s fine here. I was just at Mira’s work, this one lady brought a cherry pie like you wouldn’t believe. We ate it in the shelter, I’ll make you one just like it—five minutes. Every day someone brings in a pie and takes it down to the bomb shelter first thing in the morning so they can eat it to the tune of the siren.”

“Mom, how about no work for a couple days?”

“Well, we’re at home right now, peanut. We’re ready to go here, it’s all nonsense anyway. I took all of Pushkin into the shelter and your dad put on underwear. Last alarm, I ran all around like an idiot looking for the right book to take with me, I kept grabbing the wrong thing. No, Dad didn’t need to look for underwear, he keeps his underwear close at hand. We even gathered all of our money and papers, I said to him: ‘Borya, grab the money and documents!’ and he laughs at me, and I go, ‘What are you laughing at?’”

(Dad’s voice in the background: “And Dad will shove it all up his ass so they can identify us and pay for the funeral!”)

“Mom, can you pop him in the eye for me?” The rapid footfalls of my fleeing father.

“Why don’t you tell me how you’re doing, peanut. Want us to bring you the chocolate on Friday, the one you ate in the shelter? Did you like it?”

“Mom, why don’t you stay with me on Friday?”

“Stop worrying, peanut! We’re responsible gophers, you know—if it were necessary we would stay with you.”

“Honestly, I think you’re being asses, not gophers.”

“So that’s how you talk to your parents, huh? What does that make you, if your parents are asses?” At the end of the conversation, Mom complains about how shitty it is to bomb people when Friends is on. The whole night’s ruined.

You wake up in the morning and scan the news—what’s up? Well, same old blah blah blah. The Israeli basketball team did well in Europe, the Maghreb Orchestra will be playing in Club Barbie, and there’s a new Eshkol Nevo novel out. Beersheba’s doing a repeat performance from yesterday. You call your parents.

“You must be sick of running, right?” They are, but they’re still not coming to stay with me. Insinuatingly: “Well, if you can’t stop worrying, we’ll drop everything and move in with you in Moscow, peanut. Is that what you want?”

“Ah, so we’ve moved on to blackmail and threats?!”

“You started it!” A long discussion on the relative merits of puff pastry with cherry filling versus apple sponge—something tells me that I’ll be getting both on Friday.

“Mom, did you get a little sleep at least?”

“Of course! I put my bra and gas mask next to me and I was really comfortable—good to go. And our boys even knocked two rockets out of the air, it was beautiful! Uncle Marik was so pleased, he’ll find a video for you online.”

“Wait, Mom, you went outside to watch?!”

“You’re crazy, peanut, we’re responsible goph…”

(My father’s sarcastic voice: “Responsible, sure! And who forgot the cottage cheese in the bathroom?”)

“Oy, peanut, we made you some homemade cottage cheese but forgot to take it off the rack for the night because of the bombing, so it turned out twice as good as last time. See how good things are here? Everything is twice as good as it was before the bombing!”

They’ll come on Friday, with borscht, cottage cheese, pies, the online video of the rockets, and God only knows what else. They’ll definitely check (secretly, of course) whether or not my gas mask is in order, stuffed under the bucket in the bathroom along with some rags. They’ll listen to the news, and in the evening they’ll go back to Beersheba. All you can do is sit on a bucket in the closet, shove a piece of chocolate in your mouth, hang out in the dark and think: who are these remarkable people? Responsible gophers—yeah, right. You said it.

It’s like they don’t understand that you worry about them. Crazy! And would you look at that, their daughter is a reasonable and cautious woman, neither willful nor stubborn. How did that happen? Who does she take after?

BIBLICAL ZOO

Judah is a lion’s whelp; from the prey, my son, you have gone up. He crouches down, he stretches out like a lion, like a lioness—who dares rouse him up?

▶ Jacob’s blessing for his sons, Genesis 49:9, NRSV

They don’t kick you out of here very energetically. That is, the zoo officially closes at six, but at six-thirty, you’ll still see cheerful caretakers zipping around on tiny golf carts, gently asking you to take your leave. You get the impression that if you hid in the bushes, you could stay overnight. For three years in a row now, I’ve been doing the same thing: finding myself in the Jerusalem zoo, I lay down on the pavement near the main entrance, take a picture of the sky, and make that picture my desktop background. Sometimes it’s very unpleasant, e.g., rain. Sometimes it’s unbearably blue, sometimes unbearably gray. One time the legs of some kind of flying heron ended up in the frame. Another time it was the very surprised face of a boy with ice cream, his kippah pushed off to one side and dangling like a puppy’s ear. If you take a picture before closing time, there’s a greater chance that you’ll get blue. If you do it after, you’re more likely to get gray.

It’s called the Biblical Zoo because back in the day it was conceived in biblical terms: a zoo inhabited by animals mentioned in the Old Testament.4 Nowadays you walk in, go a short distance, sit down on the ground in front of the bird enclosure—and see a penguin swimming directly toward you. Just a standard African penguin that comes across more like a seal. They swim around speedily and smell powerfully of fish, but not in a gross way—kind of like vorschmack.5 They’re small and fat. A couple of huge, gray, fuzzy babies are fighting on the rocks, biting each other with their beaks. Instead of breaking up the fight, the mother tosses a piece of something edible up into the air. One of the chicks catches the tidbit and gets engrossed, the second, offended, goes for a swim. On the highest rock, the patriarch cleans his bottom with his beak—and then, suddenly, plunges under the water like a heavy black bullet. One of the most complicated feelings you get on any zoo visit is the sense that they don’t need anything from you, but you need something from them. You want to be friends, you want them to pay attention to you: look over here, sweetie, penguin, red panda, look over here, I exist, my life runs in parallel to yours, I want to convince myself that you’re real. Here we are in the same territory, in the same space, and it’s very hard to believe, so come over here, you strange creature in your black frock coat, take a piece of bagel, let me know that this, this shared reality, is possible. Swim up to the glass wall, show me your round tongue, rough as a brush. Instead of your forbidden bagel, the penguin snaps its legitimate fish up with its beak, turns its back to you—and then, suddenly, glances back over its shoulder. You didn’t even think that he, muffled up in black, could turn his head in such a way. Behind you, you hear the beep-beep of the kicker-outer—it’s six-fifteen, and you ought to have left the zoo already. There are no penguins in the Old Testament, but there are here.

You energetically indicate to the kicker-outer that you’re going directly to the exit—like, right now. Instead, hugging the bushes, keeping your distance from the beep-beeping, you make your way over to the meerkats. The meerkat enclosure has tunnels so kids can climb inside, stick their heads out, and look through a little glass porthole at those nimble little guys who see everything, are interested in everything, and are forever chattering amongst themselves about something or other, gossiping in their jittery way. You, naturally, crawl through one of these tunnels and stick your head out. The meerkats immediately gather round and look at you silently. A wary intelligentsia with intertwining family ties, really well-bred—they don’t spit, they don’t harass, they don’t poop, they just wait to see what you turn out to be, what kind of offering you’ll present them with. What can you offer? You show them your miserable bagel, but there’s no way around the glass porthole. You can only exit the tunnel ass-first, like after an audience with some royal majesties. It’s six-twenty-five, the sound of beep-beep makes you jump—but it’s far away from you for now, it’s on the neighboring path. Instead, standing next to you there’s a Shmulik (according to some zoo workers; according to others, his name is Itzik): a life-sized cardboard dude, very realistic. There’s a lot of Shmulik at the zoo—he shows visitors how to get to the zebras or inquires with interest whether there are black cockatoos in the wild, or cheerfully invites you to inquire, in your turn, as to the meaning of the word “compost.”
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Elephants aren’t mentioned in the Old Testament, though references to ivory abound. Elephants don’t like to talk about it.

The meerkats are all standing like they’ve got a glass of white wine in one paw and a ballet program in the other, like they’ve never heard the word “compost” in their entire lives. Compost is foreign to them. There are no meerkats in the Old Testament, but there are here.

All in all, you think to yourself, staying in the zoo doesn’t really take all that much effort. Hide out under a Palestinian azalea, or grab that Israeli worker’s jacket over there, the one left on a bench by the man performing tricks with parrots for the kids. Pretend to be a local, walk back and forth looking as if you’re, you know. It’s unclear what’s stopping you. Look at Charlie, Charlie is a hundred and four. Charlie doesn’t waste time thinking about bullshit, Charlie gets it. Charlie is a blue macaw that supposedly once belonged to Churchill, and probably picked up both good and bad habits from him. They say he’s got a particularly difficult personality: he doesn’t recognize authority and firmly believes that everything used to be better, that the younger generations are destroying the zoo’s very ambience, that they value nothing, understand nothing, want nothing, everything comes easily to them, they belong in the dumpster, not on this blessed land. He accepts a piece of bagel with an air of haughty contempt, because of course it’s not a proper bagel, in the old days it would have been a proper bagel, nowadays everything is off—they’ve ruined the cafeteria. From time to time Charlie explodes with terrible curses addressed at the Nazis in the stern English of the British Mandate.6 There are no parrots in the Old Testament, but there are here.

It’s six-thirty, cardboard Shmulik emphatically reminds you that the exit is located to the left, but you turn right. It’s the world of lemurs—during the tourist season a stern young woman the size of a zucchini stands here and stays: “Don’t touch, they’re delicate—don’t touch, they’re delicate.” They’re delicate, all right—sleeping in, tanning for hours, smoothing down their fur, licking themselves clean, never hurrying, caressing one another slowly. They walk up to you, take your finger in their silky paw, look in your eyes, sigh over the children, mark their territory in an amazingly contorted pose—standing upside-down in a liana hammock—it’s very evolved, very original. It’s a good thing that Charlie is nowhere near them, he’d get apoplectic over these delicate, gentle, spoiled-rotten creatures sniffing a bagel with polite interest, then brushing it away with one paw. “Too calorie dense for them,” the stern zucchini says to you reproachfully. But when the zoo closes and the zucchini heads out to take care of its human business, the lemurs take your calorie-dense bagel, rolling their eyes and sighing the whole time, evidently vowing to themselves that as of tomorrow, all they’ll eat is salad, salad, and more salad. They have tiny round bellies and surprisingly strong legs. There aren’t any lemurs in the Old Testament, but there are here.

The beep-beepers beep-beep and a megaphone informs you, with some irritation, that it’s now past seven, time’s up—go home! It’s time for you to go home, stranger, your flight’s in two hours, stranger. But you can’t hear the loudspeakers because a more interesting and nuanced sound rolls through the zoo—a roar, a roar so stereotypical you used to think it could only be heard during the credits of movies by MGM Studios. Indeed not! Lions, as it turns out, really do roar like that. You only get to hear it if you violate the tourist schedule, since lions only wake at dusk. Gone are the Arab moms with their strollers; gone are the chubby young people from Brooklyn who decided to go back to their roots and are now all sweaty from their various experiences; gone are the love-weary teens seeking seclusion in the terrarium, with their indifference to the marble tortoises and blue-tongued skinks. You can stand really close to the glass, and then the lions are running past, literally just a few inches from you, stretching their sleep-stiff legs, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, and suddenly you realize that they’re not just going there and back again: each time, he makes a slight turn or a slight change in angle—and suddenly you’re face to face with him and your heart falls into your stomach, you who have had your fill of sweet daytime critters. His eyes are heavy and yellow and his body is strangely small. It suddenly occurs to you that, although he’s a strong little guy, he’s still maybe a little smaller than a young bull, maybe even a little smaller than a particularly large dog—and that’s when he growls. He’s there in the Old Testament, he’s there on Jerusalem’s coat of arms and there you are, standing watching him look up from his prey, and you begin to understand a lot about this zoo, and this country, and a few other things as well. And there’s a guy standing behind you and he’s not beep-beeping, just standing there with you also looking at the lion, who’s all yellow, tranquil, and heavy-eyed. You ride the beep-beeper to the zoo exit. On the way, you ask the driver about the cardboard guy—is it Shmulik or Itzik, after all? The driver says that he thinks it’s Yonik. It’s seven-thirty, blue turned to gray a while ago, soon gray will go iridescent and smooth—like onyx, like the plumage of the black cockatoo—but the pavement is still hot. The cell phone camera can’t capture the color, but it turns out all right anyway—ashy, with six power lines running in parallel, and it’s not until you’re at the check-in counter that some friendly Itzik or Yonik from ground service plucks someone’s bright-blue feather from your back—it looks crazy in the cosmopolitan airport setting.
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The Bible claims that every lazy person should take a lesson in industry from the ants. In fact, about every third inhabitant of any given ant colony is blatantly slacking off. So, if push comes to shove, you can always just say that you’re emulating the wrong ants.

If you ever decide to tell someone about the Biblical Zoo, do so carefully. The Biblical Zoo is a complicated, emotional topic.

Even if you intend to say only good things about it, it’s easy to say something wrong, or the wrong way, or in an incorrect manner—basically, to start saying not-so-good things. Like say you start out all tender, sentimental even, but what about their terrible funding problems, their research issues, the absence of various key animals, the need to update the infrastructure? Or maybe you start out sarcastic, mocking even, but how can you forget that it’s one of the most unusual zoos in the world, that people have poured heart and soul into it, do you even know what it takes to create a quality zoo in just sixty years? We undertake world-class research projects, we get our parrots to live to a hundred and four. Or let’s say you begin to praise those same imported, exotic parrots, but what’s to praise? Sure, the parrots are right in your face, they’re placed right at the entrance, while the local Israeli animals, don’t get the slightest bit of attention, even though you’d think that they, above all, should be front and center. Take the so-called cliff rabbit or rock hyrax, for example. Not enough attention is paid to the rock hyrax, instead we get a pathetic imitation of American zoos at the expense of our authentic Israeli animals. And the rock hyrax, by the way, is cousin to the elephant and is mentioned in no less a place than the Old Testament. Or you fawn over this authentic rock hyrax, but what’s there to fawn over? There are masses of rock hyraxes in Israel; it’s a banal, ill-bred creature. It’s not at all the same as getting some bobcats and elephants or a Californian viper, or even properly integrating your Old Testament rock hyrax into progressive ­Western society. And so on and so forth, it’s inevitable. So anyway, be careful when you talk about the Biblical Zoo, or, even better, don’t talk about it at all. Keep it to yourself—after all, then you can brag about your internal, private zoo. Furthermore, in the grand scheme of things, it’s your personal business, these feelings you have toward the zoo, all this complicated shit. It’s you the lemurs touched—do not kiss and tell.

It’s your own private business, all that white, azure, blue, gray, black, gray, blue, azure, and white again.

____

1.    Bauhaus is an architectural style, outlawed by the Nazis and most comprehensively ­preserved in Tel Aviv, home to numerous émigré Jewish architects of Austrian and ­German extraction.

2.    A safe room is specially equipped to withstand rocket and chemical attacks. Such rooms may be found in many Israeli apartments, especially in the South. (This and the ensuing notes are those of the author.)

3.    The Iron Dome is an anti­rocket defense system.

4.    The Jerusalem Biblical Zoo is one of three major zoos in Israel. It began as a small ­zoological garden founded in 1940 by Professor Aharon Shulov. As it has grown, the zoo has moved many times.

5.    Vorschmack is an Ashkenazi Jewish dish consisting of minced herring, mashed white bread, and onion.

6.    During the British Mandate, a part of the former Ottoman Empire was ruled by Great Britain in accordance with a mandate from the League of Nations. The state of Israel was proclaimed on the day of the Mandate’s expiration.


PART II

LONGER PROSE


AGATHA GOES HOME

TRANSLATED BY SARAH VITALI

The game goes like this: Agatha squeezes her eyes shut, squats down, and quickly presses her forehead against the radiator. The radiator is hot; Agatha endures it for as long as she can (but not for too long, or else it wouldn’t be a game, it would be torture). Then Agatha gets up quickly, stands up on her tiptoes, and presses her heated forehead up against the icy winter window with all her might. The sudden sensation makes Agatha’s ears ring; she can’t tell whether she likes this game or not, but she plays it over and over again because she is very bored.

Agatha’s parents have left the house for the entire day. They want to have another baby. Agatha is not at all opposed to having a brother or sister; she’s a smart little girl, she’d be curious to watch the kid grow up, and, besides, she really likes little kids. But so far, Mom and Dad haven’t gotten anywhere, and they have to go to the hospital once a month or so. Maybe next time they won’t even have to go—the doctors say that everything’s going well, that Mom could get pregnant any day now. But, for the time being, Agatha is cooped up at home, dying of boredom. She is eight years old and she’s a responsible little girl, which is why her parents decided to leave her home alone this time instead of dragging her along with them. This pleases Agatha very much, but it’s already been three hours; she’s gone around the whole house a few times, watched Pirates of the Caribbean for the nine hundredth time, and eaten all of the sandwiches Mom left for her. It’s funny: if her parents had been at home, Agatha would have found herself a thousand different things to do—and, of course, her parents wouldn’t have had anything to do with any of them. But now Agatha feels melancholy; she doesn’t feel like doing anything at all and she’s playing with the radiator and the window out of boredom.

Agatha’s house is right near the woods, on the very edge of a small town entirely made up of neat little white houses with well-tended yards. Now it’s wintertime, there’s snow, and all the yards are already decorated with Christmas lights, electric reindeer that turn their heads slowly as you walk by, and fake Santa Clauses. ­Agatha can’t see any of that now—she’s playing in the kitchen and you can’t see the yards out the kitchen window, just the woods, which are quickly turning gray-blue though the clock says it’s only three. In the summertime, Agatha is allowed to play in the woods right up until evening if she wants to, but in winter it’s a different story: there aren’t any picnics in the woods, and if you get lost, you might freeze to death. In the winter, Agatha isn’t allowed to go into the woods, not even a little bit, without Dad. On Sundays, Dad takes Agatha sledding on the little hill, but even then they only go into the woods a very little bit and then come home very quickly. Suddenly, Agatha has a powerful urge to go outside and play. She has her own key, and, besides, it’s not as if she’s not allowed to leave the house—for example, she could go see Laura or Melissa or even talk Laura’s dad into taking them sledding. But Agatha doesn’t feel like visiting Laura or Melissa—in her strange, pleasant state of melancholy and boredom, she doesn’t even want to talk to anyone. Agatha promises herself that she’ll only go out for two minutes, that she’ll only go into the woods a hundred paces and then she’ll turn around and come back right away, retracing her own footsteps, and she’ll be home before it’s completely dark, and she won’t have done anything bad, really.

Outside, it turns out to be much darker than Agatha had thought, though not half as cold. Out here, behind the house, the snow is completely smooth, like paper. First, Agatha stamps out a little circle in the snow, then a Christmas tree: heel-to-heel, heel-to-heel. To avoid spoiling her Christmas tree, she jumps as far away from it as she can and runs up to the nearest tree. This is where the woods begin. Agatha looks up at the sky, her mouth falling open in ecstasy: the sky is impossibly blue, the same magical color as the delicate curlicues painted on their evening teacups. With her face upturned, Agatha scurries forward several steps, bumps into a tree trunk, rubs her nose, and starts counting paces. She is a little bit frightened, a little bit ashamed, and extremely happy.

Agatha’s feet in their big, warm boots leave deep holes with even little walls—if, of course, she puts her feet down very carefully. Agatha imagines coming back later, stepping in exactly the same holes. Fifty-nine, sixty, sixty-one…Once again, Agatha lowers her foot into the snow, but the toe of her boot gets caught on a root or a stick that has frozen into the ground. Agatha flails her arms and falls over on her side into the snow—she wants to get up, but she suddenly starts sliding downwards and sideways: a shallow ravine that she normally would have gone around had filled up with snow, and Agatha had forgotten all about it. At first, Agatha slides downwards on her bottom, trying to grab hold of the snow with her hands in their ice-covered mittens; then she is turned over onto her side, and, finally, she tumbles head over heels. For a few seconds, Agatha lies at the bottom of the ravine, extremely frightened, but nothing seems to hurt. It’s just that everything is full of snow now—her mouth, her ears, her boots, her collar. Agatha stands up and, cussing, tries to dig the snow out from inside her collar with her fingers. Suddenly, a plaintive, muffled shriek rings out from directly underneath her feet. Horrified, Agatha jumps away; the shriek turns into a howl, and Agatha screams and presses up against a tree. In front of her, someone—yes, someone, covered in snow, with matted fur—is sitting there, curled up in a ball and whimpering pathetically. Agatha, afraid to move a muscle, tries to figure out who it might be. The mysterious creature dashes off to one side and then to the other, but he can’t seem to run away, and Agatha realizes that her right foot is planted right on the tip of his tail.

Agatha has nearly lifted up her leg to set the mysterious creature free, but she suddenly thinks the better of it. It seems as if this mysterious someone isn’t terrible at all, and is actually more frightened than Agatha herself. He sits there with his eyes shut tight, trembling. Underneath his snow-covered cap of matted fur, Agatha manages to catch a glimpse of his tiny horns glinting in the twilight and the miniscule hooves pressed timidly against his chest. Agatha quickly reaches out her hand and grabs the little demon by the scruff of the neck. He exclaims pathetically and squeezes his eyes shut all the more tightly.

“Are you a demon?” Agatha asks.

“Lemme go, lemme go, lemme go!” the little demon whimpers pathetically, but Agatha just holds onto him all the more tightly. He is smallish, not at all heavy, and it doesn’t even look like he’s planning to put up a fight. Agatha tucks the little demon under her arm the same way she would a little brother or sister and drags him off in the direction of home.

At home, Agatha still can’t believe that she’s caught a real live demon in the woods, and ties him up tight-tight-tight onto a child-size chair to start. In the warmth, the demon stops his trembling and only sniffles. He is very dirty and is giving off a very strong smell—like Melissa’s dog Trixie smells when she’s managed to have a good roll in a puddle. The wet dog smell nearly makes Agatha sick.

“Lemme go,” the little demon says pathetically.

“Just a sec,” Agatha says, and looks her captive over with an appraising eye: she has definitely decided to give him a shower, but doesn’t know how to do it without the demon running away. She’s heard of people who have managed to catch a glimpse of a demon in the woods—in fairy tales and movies—but to capture a demon, even such a scrawny one, alive? The idea takes Agatha’s breath away.

“I’ll tell my dad on you,” the demon says uncertainly. He looks like he’s about six years old. Agatha even feels a little awkward keeping such a little kid tied to a chair. Suddenly, it dawns on her: he couldn’t run away even if he wanted to!

“You couldn’t run away even if you wanted to!” Agatha says rapturously.

The demon doesn’t even try to argue, he just hangs his dirty head and sniffs. Rules are rules: if a person catches a demon with her own two hands, the demon is obligated to serve that person until the person releases it herself. Both Agatha and the little demon are perfectly aware of this fact.

Agatha unties the little demon and, jabbing a finger into his back, chases him into the washroom. They both leave gray, damp footprints behind them on the floor: Agatha, big ones, the demon, tiny little ones. Not only that, but there is melting, dirty snow dripping down off the demon. Agatha can just imagine what Mom will say, but, on the other hand, a demon is a demon. Capturing a demon is really something, after all.

As Agatha works away with the showerhead and sponge, the little demon calms down a little. He is no longer whining or sniffling, just snorting and spitting from the shampoo. Clean, with damp, soft fur, he turns out to be even smaller than he looked before. The little demon’s tiny horns are white and shiny, and he is awkwardly holding the bath towel wrapped around his body with his little front hooves. Agatha examines the bathtub skeptically—the drain is clogged with sand, withered leaves, crumpled bird feathers, and God knows what else. Agatha picks some of the trash out of the drain; Dad will have to clean the rest out himself. “But, on the other hand,” Agatha thinks, “a demon is a demon.”

“Stand still,” she tells the little demon. His soft fur turns out to be light gray, and it dries almost immediately. Agatha isn’t about to share her toothbrush with him, so all she asks is that the little demon open his mouth, at which point she squeezes quite a bit of toothpaste in. The little demon furiously spits it out and rubs his tongue with a towel, but he already smells a tiny bit better.

For a minute, Agatha and the little demon stand there, staring at one another in the middle of the topsy-turvy bathroom. Then Agatha looks at her watch: only a half hour has passed since she left the house to go a hundred paces into the woods and come back right away! Agatha does some quick mental math: her parents won’t be home for another two hours. The demon blinks pathetically and suddenly says:

“I’ll tell my dad on you.”

“What’ll you tell him?” Agatha says contemptuously, though, of course, she starts to feel a little bit uneasy. “You got caught, that’s on you. It’s all fair and square.”

The little demon sighs heavily.

“Let me go,” he says simply.

Agatha feels bad for the little demon, but she imagines her parents’ arrival: the light-colored rug all muddy, the bathroom a terrible mess, her coat, scarf, and boots all damp, and she herself, a grown-up, smart, responsible eight-year-old girl who can be trusted to stay home alone if you need to take a trip to the hospital, telling her parents that she went into the woods, caught a demon there, dragged it home, washed it in the bathtub, and then let it go. The very idea of the look on Mom’s face makes Agatha feel sick.

“I can’t,” she says. “No one would believe me.”

At this moment, the little demon suddenly makes a decision—Agatha can tell by the way he squares his little shoulders underneath the towel.

“I’ll show you where a treasure is hidden,” he says. “An enormous one. And then you’ll let me go.”

This is exactly what captured demons usually do: they show people where a treasure is hidden in exchange for their freedom. Agatha knows this perfectly well. A treasure would be much better than a whiny demon in the house, one she still wasn’t sure what to do with. If Agatha were to bring home a treasure, first of all, everybody would believe her. Secondly, fabulous wealth might just come in handy, especially if Mom really was going to get pregnant soon.

Agatha goes into the foyer and starts pulling on her damp boots. The little demon drops his towel onto the floor and runs after her, tripping over the carpet with his little hooves. Agatha doesn’t take her damp scarf and mittens—they would only make things worse. But something is bothering her.

“So where is this treasure?” she asks.

“Over that-a-way,” says the little demon with an ambiguous wave of his paw.

“Is it far?” Agatha clarifies.

The demon does some quick calculations in his head, then says:

“It’s closer to that other city.”

Agatha knows what he has in mind—her grandmother lives in the next town over. You couldn’t reach the far side of the woods on foot if you walked for three hours straight. Agatha starts taking off her boots.

“What? What?” the demon asks in alarm, running in circles around Agatha and trying to look her in the eye.

“That’s too far,” Agatha says. “It’s far, it’s dark, my parents will get home and I won’t be here. We’ll wait for my dad.”

For some reason, the prospect of waiting for her dad strikes terror into the little demon’s heart. He scratches his fuzzy noggin hard with his little hooves and suddenly says:

“You can ride there. Quick-quick-quick.”

“On what?” Agatha says, surprised, sitting on the floor with a boot in her hands.

The demon sighs heavily and claps himself on the small of the back. Agatha immediately recalls an image: soldiers, or witches, or even just normal people who have caught a demon can ride them wherever they want, and the demon usually flies faster than the wind, especially if you urge him on. Agatha doesn’t know what to say. The demon is even shorter than she is, but he has solid hind legs, the fur on the small of his back is shimmering, and, all of a sudden, it seems to her that sitting on a demon’s back might actually be quite comfortable. They go out into the backyard and Agatha looks up. Now the sky no longer reminds her of the curlicues on Mom’s evening teacups: it’s so blue that it’s black, tremulous, like the dark, dark velvet tacked onto the inside of grandma’s trunk, the one that sits in the basement and which Agatha is very strictly forbidden from digging around in unsupervised.

The demon bends over slightly and Agatha jumps up onto his back as if they were playing leapfrog, grasping the demon tightly by his warm, protruding ears. At the very same moment, a piercing cold washes over her and her eyes fill with tears: the demon is tearing through the winter woods, the wind is pounding against Agatha’s face, and her mittenless hands start hurting terribly from the frost. Agatha endures it for as long as she can, then tugs at the demon’s ears with all her might and shouts, choking from the wind:

“Stop! Stop!”—but the demon isn’t listening or simply doesn’t hear her, he just keeps galloping on and on. Agatha can no longer make out the trees or the sky or the shining horns, she can’t feel her stiff fingers. At any moment, she might slide off the little demon’s back and tumble down into the snow, perhaps breaking her neck in the process—but now the little demon suddenly stops of his own accord, slides forward on skittering hooves, and slams into the ground, taking Agatha with him. Before Agatha has time to gather her wits, jump to her feet, and curse the little demon up and down, he shouts, piercingly and victoriously:

“Dad!!! Dad!!! Dad!!!”

And suddenly it gets very quiet in the woods.

Nothing happens. Agatha is afraid to move, afraid to shake off the snow. She can only listen with all her might, but, really, nothing happens. Agatha tries not to let the little demon (who is looking around wildly and impatiently skipping in place) out of her sight as she takes a couple of steps backward and tries to get her bearings at the same time. These woods are completely unfamiliar to her: Agatha has never been here before in her life. There’s no doubt in her mind about that, for one thing because the trunks of the trees surrounding her are glittering strangely and appear to be entirely smooth.

Agatha rubs her fingers, then carefully runs her hand along a tree trunk, which she discovers is made of glass. A delicate little branch falls to her feet with a crunch, and Agatha picks it up. The branch is completely transparent, and the acorn nestled tightly against it is transparent, too, its cap sparkling with tiny facets. At any other moment, Agatha would have gone into ecstasies over such a find, but now, for some reason, she feels very frightened. She throws the branch to the ground and it falls into the snow, which now seems to Agatha as if it were made of glass shards. At this very moment, a squirrel leaps out from behind Agatha’s back, freezes in place over the acorn for a second, and Agatha, horrified, sees the acorn through that squirrel, sees the colored spark that flares up for a moment on the most delicate little glass whisker of the squirrel’s face. The glass squirrel grabs the glass acorn and darts away. Agatha nearly shrieks in terror, but pulls herself together at the last second and starts breathing quickly-quickly, the way Mom has taught her to do when she wakes up from bad dreams in the night. She has completely forgotten about the little demon, and an unexpected noise makes her jump. It is the noise of a resounding box on the ear, a good cuffing. If you’ve ever had bad kids in your class, the kind who bully little boys who are smaller than they are, you won’t confuse that sound for anything else in the world.

The little demon starts muttering something in a pathetic voice, but whoever is standing beside him, looking at Agatha, isn’t listening at all. Agatha is looking back at this person, knowing full well who he is. The person is wearing a big, gray coat made of coarse fur that looks like Trixie the dog’s. This person is definitely not made of glass. Without taking his calm eyes off Agatha, the person says to the little demon:

“You little pig.”

“I tried my best, Dad!” the little demon shouts aggrievedly. “I didn’t give her anything! I tricked her, I brought her here, I didn’t give her the treasure. I tricked her, Dad!”

“Precisely,” the person says coldly. “Little pig. You’ve violated the agreement.”

Indignant, the little demon falls silent and starts pawing furiously at the glass snow with his little hoof. The person in the gray fur coat approaches Agatha and extends a palm to her. Agatha takes a deep breath and politely offers her hand in return.

The person’s palm is surprisingly warm and dry, and Agatha’s fingers immediately warm up in his grasp. There is nothing scary about this person at all: he is holding Agatha’s hand and looking into her eyes with a soft, kind smile, and, little by little, the warmth from his palm reaches up into Agatha’s shoulder, chest, and stomach, and she stops shivering. The person takes Agatha’s other hand and the warmth rushes to her knees, to her sopping wet, cold-numbed feet in their damp, heavy boots. Agatha’s clothes dry immediately. She tries wiggling her toes and—it’s a miracle!—they can move again. The person in the fur coat smiles at Agatha, and Agatha smiles back at him. Then the person glances upward for a second, as if inviting Agatha to take a look up at the sky, and Agatha sees an impossibly, improbably beautiful sight: thousands of transparent branches, shining with lunar flame, form a sparkling dome over Agatha’s head, completely obscuring the sky. The person in the fur coat suddenly slaps his hands against Agatha’s palms teasingly, as if inviting her to play. Agatha laughs and slaps the person in the fur coat in return. He puts out his right palm, Agatha puts out her left, then they switch, then each of them claps their hands. Then the person in the fur coat turns his hands over so that his palms are facing up and Agatha slaps them, and then they do it again, only the other way round.

Agatha has never felt so good in her entire life, she even feels too good to laugh; she can only smile from ear to ear at this amazing person in his gray, shaggy fur coat. She feels like she could continue this game of pat-a-cake all her life. She can’t imagine how, just a minute before, she could have dreamed of going home; she can’t even imagine why she would have needed to.

Hand to hand, palm to palm—Agatha feels as if they are playing very, very slowly, because each time her palms touch the strong, warm palms of the person in the fur coat, Agatha discovers some amazing story. All of these stories are about her, Agatha, and all of them have happened to her in the past. Usually, Agatha doesn’t like remembering these stories: here she was playing a nasty prank, there she was copying off somebody in school, now she was lying to Mom, then she was tripping four-eyed Karina. These are unpleasant stories because, in general, Agatha tries very hard to be good. But now, when Agatha’s palms touch the palms of the person in the gray, shaggy fur coat, something wonderful happens: Agatha, remembering all of these stories, feels precisely that she is good. It’s just that—and now Agatha is beginning to see this very clearly—she is a smart little girl, a brave, quick-witted, very good little girl who knows how to stand up for herself, who can find an out in any situation, who can deal with any sort of trouble—she’s a good girl, Agatha. She laughs, and the slapping of large and small palms resounds among the glass branches.

The game moves faster and faster, and now Agatha is not having half as much fun because the images are flashing before her eyes faster and faster, too. They are no longer showing things that Agatha has done in the past—a year ago or a month ago—they are showing what she has only just done: she’s gone into the woods without permission, that’s what. Agatha’s hands have grown tired. She suddenly starts worrying that any second now she might make a mistake, and under no circumstances must she make a mistake because now she is seeing things that haven’t yet happened at all—but which, she realizes, must certainly come to pass. Now, right now, she needs to find out how she will get herself out of these difficult situations, how she’ll run rings around everybody, outfox them all, get away scot-free, find a loophole—she needs to remember everything! But the game with the person in the fur coat is moving faster and faster, the images are flying past in a whirlwind, Agatha can’t make anything out, her palms hurt terribly, it’s getting hard for her to breathe.

Agatha moans quietly, and a sharp pain suddenly pierces her right shoulder. Agatha grabs onto it with her left hand, and the person in the fur coat lowers his hands and laughs. Then he pats Agatha lightly on the head and she forgets everything, everything. Agatha lifts her doleful eyes to look at this amazing person: the only thing Agatha can remember now is how good, how amazingly good, she had felt herself to be—and now she is, once again, a completely ordinary Agatha.

The glass woods begin to frighten Agatha again. Now that the person in the gray, shaggy fur coat isn’t holding her hands, she starts to feel terribly cold again. Agatha feels like she might burst into tears at any moment. But the person in the fur coat takes her hands once more and Agatha begins to feel warmer. She looks this person in the eye and smiles, and he smiles back.

“I’ve never met a little girl who plays pat-a-cake so well,” the person in the shaggy gray fur coat says. Hearing this praise, Agatha perks up like a kitten. Then the person in the fur coat lets go of Agatha’s hands and, once again, she is overwhelmed by terrible feelings of fear and melancholy.

“Please allow this fool to come home,” says the person in the fur coat.

“Who?” Agatha asks, confused. She had completely forgotten about the little demon, who has been squatting under a glass tree all this time, doodling in the snow with a glass branch and shooting them dirty looks. Agatha has absolutely no interest in him now; she feels so terrible that she is ready to just call it quits. However, at the last minute, Agatha thinks the better of it.

“Home,” she says. “Have him take me home and I’ll release him.”

The eyes of the person in the gray fur coat grow very attentive.

“I would love to play with you some more, Agatha,” he says in an unhurried voice. “I’ve never met a little girl who plays pat-a-cake as well as you do.”

Agatha might burst into tears at any moment; now she wants to go home more than anything else in the world. Suddenly, she realizes that this whole situation is absolutely awful, that here she is, standing in the middle of a dead glass forest, completely alone, and that she’s just been playing pat-a-cake with a very scary person who is maybe not even a person at all, and that she’s been smiling at him and feeling happy, and now she just wants to go home, home, home!

The person in the fur coat smiles at Agatha and says:

“Of course my son will take you home, little girl. You’ll be home very soon; you’ll be home before you know it.”

Agatha sighs with a shudder and takes a step towards the little demon, but the person in the fur coat gives the little demon a sign and he, the little demon, does not rise from his haunches.

“I’d like to thank you for this meeting, Agatha,” the person in the gray fur coat says. “I haven’t played pat-a-cake with anyone for a long time. I would like for you to accept a modest gift from me.”

Agatha quickly claps a hand over her mouth. She knows that she mustn’t, under any circumstances, enter into any deals with this person.

“This isn’t a deal, Agatha,” the person in the fur coat says patiently. “It is truly a gift: I don’t want anything from you in return. Nothing at all.”

Agatha looks around confusedly, as if seeking help, but sees only a clear glass bullfinch soaring upward from a tinkling branch. The glare from its fluttering wings momentarily blinds her, and she rubs her eyes.

The person in the fur coat extends his palm towards Agatha. On it lies a plain little wooden ring.

“Put it on,” he says.

Agatha hides her hands behind her back.

“This is a good present, Agatha,” the person in the fur coat says patiently. “With this ring, you will never feel any pain. Never, Agatha. You won’t get sick, you won’t break any arms or legs, you won’t get burns or anything more serious. No matter what you do, Agatha, no matter how you act, you will always come through any situation safe and sound. And, who knows, maybe, while other people are busy getting sick and suffering, you’ll have time to come play pat-a-cake with me.”

Agatha says nothing. On Wednesday she has to go to the dentist for the first time in her life. Agatha has heard plenty of stories about the dentist. Already the ring doesn’t seem so plain to her.

The person in the fur coat suddenly closes his palm, then opens it up again: the ring has disappeared.

“You are a very smart, serious, and responsible little girl, Agatha,” says the person in the gray fur coat. “That’s why I forgot that you are still a very little girl. It’s hard for you to appreciate this sort of gift. Let’s try something different.”

With a magician’s flourish, the person in the fur coat opens his palm up in front of Agatha once more. He is not standing very close to her, but such a strong, tender warmth is radiating from his palm that Agatha involuntarily takes a tiny step forward. The person in the fur coat is holding a simple little ring made out of simple, dingy metal in his palm.

“Love, Agatha,” says the person in the fur coat. “The love of anyone at all, anyone you might want to have love you. No matter what you do, no matter what you say, no matter how you act—if you want, any person that you want will love you, Agatha, love you more than anything in the world. You won’t have to win somebody’s heart, you won’t have to struggle with doubts, you won’t have to suffer from unrequited love. And, maybe, as a result, you’ll have time to come play pat-a-cake with me.”

Agatha wants to push his palm away, but she involuntarily thinks of the new person who, God willing, will start growing inside her mom soon—of her little brother or sister. Agatha isn’t at all opposed to having a little brother or sister, but she has her reservations. “Love,” thinks Agatha, “the love of anyone at all.” She takes another tiny step forward, though her fear of the person in the fur coat and her desire to run away are growing stronger and stronger. “Love can’t do anything bad,” thinks Agatha—and, nevertheless, she doesn’t reach out her hand. Suddenly, the dingy ring disappears from the palm of the person in the fur coat. Agatha takes a quick step backward.

The person in the gray fur coat looks at Agatha intently.

“You really are an exceptionally smart and responsible little girl, Agatha,” he says—and suddenly, with a crunch, he breaks a fat bough off the nearest tree using two fingers. The glass bough lands at his feet with a tinkle. Agatha sighs with a shudder.

“Steady now,” the person in the fur coat says. “I want to offer you one last gift, Agatha. The simplest of them all. And remember, little girl, this isn’t a deal. You owe me absolutely nothing in return. Whether or not you accept my gift—hippity-hop, in just a minute you’ll be galloping home on my boy’s back. Look here, Agatha,” the person in the fur coat says.

A small glass ring, transparent and fragile, is glinting in his fingers. The person in the fur coat rotates it slowly in front of Agatha: the ring is awash with a pure, soft light; there is absolutely nothing scary about it. Agatha looks involuntarily at the ring and rubs her frozen index finger. The ring must be very warm from the hot hands of the person in the fur coat, she suddenly thinks.

“Any kind of help, Agatha,” the person in the gray fur coat says. “All you have to do is wish for it—and I’ll come do anything you ask. I’ll solve math problems, clean your room, hide a body—anything at all, Agatha. You’ll have more time and much more energy. And maybe, when the work is all finished, you’ll come play pat-a-cake with me. But only if you want to, Agatha. Only if you want to.”

Agatha only wants one thing: to forget these terrible, tinkling woods, to be home, home, home. She would never want this person’s help, she would never call on him, never—never—it’s so obvious that Agatha begins to laugh. She’ll take the ring, just to get home, of course. Agatha holds out her palm, and, smiling, the person in the gray fur coat drops the transparent ring down into it. It really is warm, like a windowpane that someone has been pressing her forehead against for a very long time.

“Giddy-up!” the person in the fur coat says curtly.

Agatha firmly grabs hold of the little demon’s warm, fat ears, squeezes her eyes shut—and even the icy wind pounding furiously against her face and chest doesn’t stop her from shouting, as they gallop along at top speed:

“Faster! Faster! Faster!”

Agatha is barreling homeward.

The wind suddenly ceases. Agatha feels that she is sliding downward—first on her bottom, then on her side—and then she is falling head over heels. Agatha is lying in a snowbank, while above her, the sky is black as the blackest mud, and to her right she can see the lit-up window of her own dear kitchen. Falling and stumbling, sobbing and raking the snow with her palms, losing a boot in the process, Agatha makes her way towards the house. She runs up onto the porch—and hears tottering, uneven little footsteps on the stone steps behind her. Only then does she remember the little demon: there he is, looking out at Agatha with his pathetic eyes from underneath ice-crusted lashes.

“Go away!” Agatha says with relief, hurling the stupid glass ring after the little demon, who is already barreling off into the distance. The ring disappears into the snow.

That night, Agatha has a dream: she is playing pat-a-cake with the person in the shaggy gray fur coat. She is happy: the game is moving faster and faster, but Agatha isn’t afraid of making a mistake, she even thinks it might be fun. The palms of the person in the fur coat are white-hot, and Agatha herself is very hot, but that’s not important because, thanks to this strange, unbelievable game, amazing images are flashing before Agatha’s eyes again—just like they did in the glass woods—and Agatha likes herself so very much. She feels so free and good that she would be happy to keep playing with the person in the fur coat until the end of her days, never stopping. The only problem is that dream Agatha is very hot—and it’s only getting hotter. Sweat is pouring off of her in rivulets, and her arms have started to ache all the way up to the shoulders. Dream Agatha falters, her palm meets empty space, and the images disappear. Real Agatha wakes up in tears: her arms ache, her legs ache, her whole body aches. Mom takes Agatha’s temperature. Agatha has a fever.

Agatha is sick for several days. The doctor, Mom, and Dad all think that she has a very bad flu. She is nearly always in a state of semi-consciousness. But, really, Agatha knows that she is sick with melancholy, that she’s sleeping all the time so that she can play pat-a-cake with the gentle person in the enormous, shaggy, gray fur coat, so that she can feel like that happy, smart, nimble, clever Agatha, that perfectly wonderful Agatha who will, at any moment, find out what she needs to do to stay that way forever. But the dreams always break off a second before the answer is revealed and Agatha wakes up moaning, with a terrible headache. She is made to swallow tea; she is given shots. Little by little, the medicines begin to take effect and the fever goes down, but Agatha is still very weak: she sleeps almost all the time; her head hurts.

Finally, the night arrives when Agatha can’t take it any longer. Mom has fallen asleep, and Agatha climbs out of bed. She is staggering with weakness; she has to hold on to the walls in order to make it out into the hallway. She doesn’t have the strength to wrap a scarf around her neck; she pulls her coat on any which way, right on over her pajamas, fastens her boots with trembling hands, and goes out into the backyard. There, Agatha gets down onto all fours and starts crawling around in the snow. Her weakness makes her feel like lying down in the snow and sleeping for a while, but Agatha keeps looking for the ring and, finally, she finds it in a little snowbank. Over the past week, it has snowed twice, but only a little bit each time. If you really wanted to, you could still make out the footprints that the little demon left as he was running away.

With trembling, frozen fingers, Agatha takes the ring and sits down in the snowbank.

“Please,” she says to the ring. “Please,” and, just in case, she screws her eyes up tight.

At first, when Agatha opens her eyes, it seems as if nothing has changed: her house has simply disappeared off the face of the earth. She is still sitting in the snowbank and holding the ring, but she is no longer facing the back door that leads to the kitchen. Instead, she is looking out into an endless forest that stretches out in all directions. Agatha jumps to her feet in terror and starts looking around. No, she’s never been in these woods before: the trees shine dimly in the moonlight, but they aren’t made out of glass; they’re made out of metal and covered in black splotches. It smells of something both strange and familiar. It’s the way Dad’s office smells when he’s soldering parts together to make little model airplanes and the heavy, mirror-like drops are falling down off the tip of his soldering iron, quickly growing dim, and getting covered in black soot. Tin, that’s what the trees are made of here.

Agatha looks around, but there isn’t a single squirrel, a single bullfinch, or even a single little acorn, tin or otherwise, in these woods—only bare branches and dry, gray, prickly snow, like tiny drops of dingy metal. Standing behind one of the tin trees, watching Agatha, is the person in the gray fur coat, only his fur coat has been turned inside out: coarse, gray fur is sticking out of the sleeves. Agatha can’t look at him: she is frightened, and also ashamed that she has asked for his help after throwing the ring into a snowbank earlier. On top of that, she is very hot. Agatha hugs a cold tin tree, but, unfortunately, it doesn’t help. Then the person in the inside-out fur coat smiles, walks towards Agatha through the disgustingly creaky snow, and takes her palms in his own cool, soft ones. The fever that has been tormenting Agatha these past few days seems to trickle down into the snow through these tender palms. Agatha starts to breathe easily. She suddenly feels calm and happy; she no longer understands why she acted so stupidly a few days before, why she tossed the ring aside, why she left the glass woods in the first place, why she hadn’t come back to this person earlier. The person in the inside-out fur coat is talking to her, saying something very funny, Agatha says something funny in return, and they both laugh.

The person in the fur coat slaps Agatha’s hand lightly and she slaps his hand in return. Slap-slap, palm-to-palm, right-left: Agatha feels like she could continue this game of pat-a-cake her whole life, she could spend her whole life looking at these amazing images. Especially now that they are showing not past Agatha or future Agatha, but an Agatha firmly rooted in the present. And, any minute now, this smart, nimble, strong Agatha will do something extremely important, something that will make everything fall into place. But the game with the person in the fur coat is moving faster and faster again, the images are flashing, Agatha is in a panic—“No,” she says pleadingly, “no, no, no!”—and here her palm flies through the air, finding no support, just like in her dreams. The person in the inside-out fur coat lowers his hands. The game is over.

Agatha feels a hundred, no, a thousand times worse than she did after the game in the glass woods; her chest burns with grief. She is a completely ordinary Agatha again, not the amazing, smart, happy Agatha that she had almost become for good. This thought is so unbearable that she presses her hands to her chest and doubles over in grief. Then the person in the inside-out fur coat pats Agatha on the shoulder.

“The third time will make your heart burst, Agatha,” he says, trying to look her in the eye.

“You promised you’d help me!” Agatha says, practically choking on the tears that are rising in her throat.

“I promised you that I would do whatever you asked,” says the person in the fur coat. “And if you ask me to play with you a third time, I won’t be able to refuse.”

Agatha slowly rights herself and stretches out her palm. The person in the inside-out fur coat looks at Agatha sympathetically, shakes his head, and stretches his palm out in return, but Agatha snatches her hand away.

“No, that’s not what I meant,” she says.

Agatha has no intention of playing pat-a-cake with this person. Glinting on the very tips of her fingers lies the little glass ring.

“Take it away,” Agatha says.

The person in the inside-out fur coat bites his lip quickly, as if Agatha has caused him great pain. Agatha looks at him, then at the ring, but the ring isn’t there anymore: there is only a damp circle where the ring has just been—as though a little piece of ice with a hole in the middle had melted there. Agatha raises her eyes to the person in the fur coat again, but he isn’t there. And the tin woods aren’t there, either. Agatha is standing in the middle of a thicket in a completely ordinary forest, which smells of sap and damp trees.

Agatha is so unbearably lonely that she is unable take a single step. She feels as if she has only just been in a fairy tale castle—a dangerous one, but one full of magic, a gloomy one, but luxurious and exciting, full of promise—and now she is standing alone in a thicket, her pajama pants soaked up to the knees with snow. Agatha is overcome by the feeling that she has made an enormous error, the feeling that she has only just made a terrible mistake.

Then Agatha closes her eyes and begins to imagine home. Her bed with the crisp sheets that Mom changes twice a day so that Agatha will feel cooler while she’s sick. The porcelain teacups with curlicues as blue as the evening sky. Her fat cat Christian, who has gotten into the habit of sleeping on the refrigerator. And her little brother—Agatha is suddenly absolutely certain that it will be a little brother and not a little sister—her little brother that she has never seen before, but that she already really enjoys thinking about. Agatha doesn’t notice that she has begun moving forward—just like that, with her eyes closed. She stumbles, and realizes that she is moving in the direction from which the hum of passing cars can be heard. Her house is just beyond that road. She can’t see the road itself, but the familiar rustle of wheels is perfectly audible in the clear nighttime silence. In fifteen minutes, Agatha will be home. Her fever is rising again, and she has to hurry.

Suddenly, something crackles in the bushes as if a branch is being snapped off. Agatha shrieks. The creature hiding in the bushes shrieks, too, and dashes first to the right, then to the left. Terrified, Agatha also dashes to the right, then to the left. In the moonlight, she sees his gleaming little horns and extremely dirty fur—not gray this time, but brown. This little demon is plumpish and clumsy: he is frozen in terror, standing stock-still. Agatha is also standing stock-still, and she and the little demon stare at each other in panic. The little demon starts blinking rapidly and opens his mouth up wide to gather air into his lungs. Agatha knows exactly what’s about to happen—and, before the little demon has time to cry for help, Agatha shouts in a trembling voice:

“Go away!”

And again:

“Go away! Go away! Go away, do you hear?! Go away! Go away!”

Hardly believing his luck, the dirty, brown little demon takes a step backward, afraid to take his eyes off Agatha, off her finger, which is pointing in the direction of the thicket. Then he turns around timidly, continuing to cast wary glances over his shaggy shoulder, and, finally, dashes away at top speed, his little horns and hooves glinting in the moonlight.

For a moment, smart, strong, brave, amazing Agatha stands there, catching her breath. Then, slowly, she begins trudging in the direction of the cars—which is to say, toward home.


VALERII: A SHORT NOVEL

TRANSLATED BY MAYA VINOKOUR

THE CAT

I wanted to go look for the cat right away, but Mom said to have dinner. I had two red cards and one green one, so I had to eat meat, and I’ll have to tomorrow, too, but right after tea I got a piece of chocolate, put it in my mouth, and sucked on it. I asked if I could go look for the cat. Mom said I could and I went to look for the cat.

First I walked around the house. No sense in calling the cat—cats aren’t dogs. I had his bowl of dry food with me and was shaking it because the cat always used to come running when he heard that sound. I’d looked for him inside the house that way before dinner, but he hadn’t come. I started to walk around the house, shaking the bowl. The cat didn’t appear, but I did see Old Lady Trainwreck. Old Lady Trainwreck was sitting in the yard on the swings and pulling on her fingers. She comes out really early and gets on the swings, probably so no one else can use them, and sits there until everyone gets called in to dinner. She herself almost never swings. Normally she just twists the chains right or left so tightly that she has to bend over and then tuck her stubby legs under, and then the chains ­unwind super fast. Old Lady Trainwreck sits in the yard all day, spins around on the swings and pulls on her fingers to make them crack.

I didn’t see the cat, but Old Lady Trainwreck saw me and started yelling that I shouldn’t feed the strays. She said that those cats would attack me at night and rip my throat out. I politely said I wasn’t feeding the strays, just looking for my cat. Old Lady Trainwreck gave her finger a jerk and said she hopes that shithead goes straight to hell.

I thought this was actually not at all unlikely. My cat is in fact a real shithead. If I hadn’t told myself that the cat’s behavior would count toward my behavior cards, Mom would have thrown him out long ago. Every day he tears through the house like crazy and wrecks everything. He slashes the wallpaper. Sometimes he yowls for hours at a time—out of spite or just because he likes to. He eats off the table, you can’t look away for a second. Because of the cat I always have red cards for behavior. I’m forced to be really disciplined and good, all because of the cat. The cat is doing me good.

The whole time I was walking around shaking the bowl, I was thinking, do I need to take a red card because the cat ran away? If I decide yes, then I’ll have three cards for the week already, and I won’t be able to go to the skating rink at Mega. I give myself cards for the cat because it’s my own fault he’s such a shithead. When I asked for a kitten, I promised I’d train him. Wouldn’t let him eat off the table or tear up the sofa or bite. But when the cat was bad, I never wanted to train him. I liked that he did whatever came into his head. Like, he’ll howl and howl and wreck everything whenever he wants. I decided that I would give myself cards for the cat. And since then, for a whole year already, I always have red cards, and I punish myself. It’s not easy, but then again I like the cat. I think he’s grateful to me.

So when Old Lady Trainwreck said that my cat was most likely headed straight to hell, I thought that it really was quite likely. I walked around a little longer, shaking the bowl, but of course the cat never showed up. I went back into the house and took a red card, then thought about it and took another two for the thing I would have to do now. I hid them well because Mom gets really upset when she sees me giving myself red cards. Then I opened the hall closet and got out a shovel and went to the backyard again. Mom was watching TV and I had said I was going to look for the cat, so it was like I just hadn’t come back yet.

Old Lady Trainwreck was gone already, it was totally dark, but I started walking—lifting my legs real high so I wouldn’t trip—over to the sandbox. And I started to dig. At first I kept getting sand on myself, but then I figured it out. I’m really strong, I can lift Mom easily when she needs to get something from the top cabinet, and she’s not small, my mom. But it still turned out to be hard digging, especially when I got down to the dirt under the sand. I probably dug for like two hours until the shovel began to pierce all the way through the dirt. Heat poured from under the ground, but not as much as I had feared. I lay down and looked. I couldn’t see anything, but I felt like it wasn’t too far to jump. Then I went into the house, got the bowl of food again, came back, made the hole wider (I’m really big so this took some time), poured the food into my pockets and jumped down.

It wasn’t that hot down there, but it was completely dark. I felt around and found some sort of wall. Then I poured all the food back into the bowl and started walking, one hand on the wall, the other shaking the bowl. Cats aren’t dogs, it’s stupid to call for them, but I wanted to go home as soon as possible, so I called for the cat a couple of times. The wall went on and on and sometimes curved. I walked along it until I got to a lighted empty space like a stairwell, but with no stairs. There was some kind of door in front of me, I pushed it open and went in. Here it really was hellishly hot with blinding flames, and I got crazy scared. I covered my eyes with my hands and started to yell. I really regretted climbing down there. Someone else yelled nearby and I figured we were all done for and started yelling even louder. Someone jumped on me from behind, I hit back and managed to throw the creature off of me. I’m really big and strong. When people see that my hair is all gray, they think it’s easy to run away from me, children especially. But I’m much stronger than they think. So I managed to throw off whoever was attacking me, and with my eyes closed I started jerking my arms and legs as hard as I could. There was shrieking all around me. In my terror I forgot about the flames, came too close to them and stuck my arm inside. The pain was so bad that I fell on the floor and howled. Someone started whaling on my hurt arm, I howled and kicked them, but whoever was doing the whaling cussed me out and I realized I had caught fire and they were trying to put it out. Then I stopped moving and they put out my sleeve.

They demanded I open my eyes, but I refused and at first talked to them with eyes closed. I explained that I had come for the cat, that it wasn’t the cat’s fault but mine. I had trained the cat badly. I told them that over the last year I had taken almost two hundred cards for the cat, which meant that I hadn’t been to the movies for a year. I said I’m responsible for the cat, right? Otherwise I wouldn’t take cards for him. And if they let the cat go, I’ll take him back up to the surface and train him properly. And when I die, they can take me. And when the cat dies again, he’ll go to some good place.

Then they started to laugh. This made me so horribly angry that I even opened my eyes. I was afraid that thing would happen to me: when I go blind from rage and start wrecking everything. The last time this happened was when Mom took me on the subway to go to the doctor and someone tried to grab my mp3 player out of my hands. My hair is gray already and they thought it’d be easy, but then my eyes went dark with rage and I almost killed one of them. I ran away from the police and gave myself ten red cards when I got home. I was afraid that the same thing would happen now, I can’t stand getting laughed at. But I had to get the cat, so I pulled myself together and opened my eyes. My arm really hurt and I didn’t want them to make it hurt even more.

When I was fighting with my eyes closed, I thought there were a hundred people there, but there were only two. They were very dirty and small and wore ugly thick jackets. I was surprised that there wasn’t any fire around; it turned out that the fire was burning behind a glass shutter in a huge round thing. Probably the shutter was open when I hit the fire with my arm. These two people made me repeat myself about the cat. I repeated that it was my responsibility. Then they asked how I had gotten there and I told them that I dug a pit in the sandbox, went home to get the bowl, and then jumped down into hell. Then they went with me to where I had jumped down and spent a long time looking into the hole—you could see the stars really well through it.

I asked if I could get my cat back. But they said that the cat wasn’t there. I felt much better because this meant the cat hadn’t ended up in hell after all. I told them that they had to let me go because there were still four more days until the end of the month. I would still have time to work off my red cards, which meant I wouldn’t have any sins that would make it so I’d have to go to hell. I really had come down to get my cat, and they had no right to keep me here. I asked them to give me a boost so I could climb out. I was starting to think that the cat had run off for good since he hadn’t either gone to hell or come for his bowl.

They said to follow them and they would show me the way out. I didn’t know if I should trust them or not, but they were both much smaller than me, and younger, and one of them was bleeding a lot from his nose because I had hit him. I thought I could take them if I had to. I didn’t feel as scared as before, though I was still pretty scared. I thought that when I came back to earth from hell, I’d tell Old Lady Trainwreck that hell can be OK, too. Sometimes she and I really understood each other.

I followed these people past some pipes and faucets and boilers. It was horribly hot, but at every turn there would be a sudden cold draft from somewhere. And it was really dark. Fear made me want to start running, but I didn’t want to make them mad. We went up some ladder into a tiny dirty closet. They opened the door with a key, released me from hell and followed me out. I didn’t see where we were right away. It was the yard, not at my house, but at number twenty.

They told me not to be so stupid as to start filling in the hole in the sand box and pouring sand down on them. Then all of a sudden I remembered that I had left the bowl in hell. I said that I needed the bowl, otherwise there’d be nothing to shake, and I had to keep looking for the cat. They cursed, but one of them went back to hell and brought me the bowl with the rest of the food in it. I said: “Thanks.” They looked me up and down and went back to hell.

In the cold air my arm was hurting less, though it still hurt pretty bad. I tried not to move it. I started walking around the yard with the bowl, shaking it and calling the cat like he was a dog because I didn’t have any more energy. When the cat ran up and started to yowl and jump, trying to reach the bowl, I was so out of energy that I just sat down on the ground and put the bowl in front of him. He ate what was left of the food and ran home after me. I lifted my feet high so I wouldn’t trip in the dark, and he just jumped over everything in the way. And that’s how we got home.

I opened the door with my own key, which hangs around my neck on a little orange plastic spring that I like to wrap around my finger and then let go. The cat slipped inside and didn’t even yowl, just jumped into his shoebox and fell asleep. I don’t understand clocks, but it was definitely really late already. I called out to Mom, but it looked like she was asleep. I went to my room and gave myself the green card I had earned. I started to shiver for some reason. It had in fact turned out to be unbearably scary in hell. I couldn’t even explain why. I thought that everything would be different there, a lot worse, but it turned out that everything was even worse there than I had thought. I went to Mom’s room. I come to her room to sleep on the rug if I feel bad or scared, or just if I’m thinking about something that makes it so I can’t fall asleep. Mom says to wake her up and tell her why I’m feeling bad or scared or what I’m thinking about and only then go to bed. But tonight I was so tired that I decided not to wake Mom up and lay down on the rug right away. I decided to tell her all about it in the morning.

THE BEASTIE

When Mom and I got to the ЕR, the nurse gave me a piece of candy right away. That made me stop and think and I missed the moment when they brought Alik into the ER. Alik is a horrible crybaby: if you take away his toy or food or hit him even really lightly, he starts to cry. That’s why I never hit Alik hard, he starts to cry right away, and then I hug him—I feel sorry for him right away. But this time I got really mad, and when I get mad, that thing happens—my eyes start to feel like they’re full of milk, and I start throwing punches, I could even kill someone. I probably would have killed Alik, I got so mad at him, but Grandpa Syoma and Grandpa Pasha wrestled me to the ground. On the weekends Grandpa Syoma and Grandpa Pasha always watch us when we’re out behind house number twenty, where Alik lives. I hit Grandpa Pasha in the stomach—not on purpose, I just wasn’t thinking straight. Then Grandpa Syoma sat on me and kept sitting on me until I calmed down. I got horribly upset that I had hit Grandpa Pasha, he’s old already, he’s much older than me. That’s why I started crying and asking for forgiveness, and Grandpa Syoma ran to get my mom, and she took me to the ER. I cried the whole way there and gave myself twenty red cards for bad behavior: fifteen for Alik and five for Grandpa Pasha.

The day I beat up Alik and Grandpa Pasha, I had twenty-one green cards taped up on the wall at home. I had earned them in just under two months, because in general I try to be good and help Mom. When I have that many green cards, I can do whatever: eat ice cream and candy, go to the movies and the skating rink, and sometimes I even get to shout and clap while watching TV. Those were two very good months. But when we got to the ER it was like I only had one green card left. One card equals one piece of candy (other than that, I’m barely allowed any sweets at all). But if I bumped myself or got sick, Mom would give me a piece of candy before bed. That’s why when the nurse in the ER gave me a piece of candy, I had to think hard about it. It was good candy, marmalade with chocolate coating. But I couldn’t remember what kind of candy we had at home and couldn’t figure out if it was better or worse. I really wanted to eat this candy, especially since my head hurt horribly where I had hit it on the pavement. But I had the thought that I shouldn’t eat it now, and instead take it home and compare it to Mom’s candy. That was when I stopped to think and missed seeing them bring Alik in.

Even though you can get from our house to the ER pretty quick, they brought Alik in a car, because he was crying and screaming, and they gave him the same shot they gave me the second time my cat ran away and got hit by a car. After that shot I slept for a really long time, and now Alik was asleep too. I saw them wheeling him inside, his whole face was swollen. I asked Mom: “Did I do that?” She told me not to worry, but I asked again: “Did I do that?” She said it wasn’t important, what was important was for them to sew up my head and check for a concussion, but I asked again: “Did I do that?” When I need to find something out I can concentrate really well, even though usually I get distracted easily.

I kept asking Mom: “Did I do that?” when the doctor arrived, and when they were shining a really pretty sharp little flashlight in my eyes, and when they were giving me a shot, and when we were walking home, and when we got home, and when Mom was rubbing my forehead clean with alcohol, and when my forehead started hurting again, and when Mom gave me a pill, and when she came to give me a kiss before bed. I just kept asking her: “Did I do that?” “Did I do that?” “Did I do that?”

Finally Mom jumped up and shouted at me to leave her alone, and I got scared. Mom almost never shouts at me. I said I was very sorry, I didn’t want to make her mad and I’m taking three red cards. That made Mom cry, she hates my cards, but there was nothing I could do to help her. She said she wasn’t mad at all, she was just really worried for me. She also said that I had broken Alik’s nose but that it would heal quickly. Then I started crying, too, and Mom brought me a piece of candy, but I couldn’t eat it because it turned out I had two red cards but not a single green one, because the red ones cancel out the green ones. I was just glad that I had left the piece of candy the nurse had given me on the table in the room where they had stitched up my forehead. I was glad that the nurse almost certainly ate it. She was a good nurse.

I lay in the dark and kept thinking. I’m not scared of the dark, I’m not scared of practically anything at all, I’m really strong. Alik, on the other hand, is scared of everything, he’s really weak even though he’s even bigger than me and his hair is all black, with no grays at all. Alik and I are best friends, I protect him. We’re allowed to visit each other and take walks together in the yard if Grandpa Pasha and Grandpa Syoma are there to watch us. It’s very bad to hit the person you protect. I felt really ashamed. But then I thought that I had beat up Alik in a good way, not in a bad way. I hadn’t beat up Alik the way other people do sometimes, the ones I protect him from: for fun or to take away his jacket—I beat him up just because I had missed him. At first that’s how I had tried to explain it to Alik, with words: I had missed him like I did during those three and a half weeks when they took him to the seaside. I tried to explain to Alik that even though he’s here and they hadn’t taken him to the seaside, it’s like he hasn’t been here for the last few days. In general Alik isn’t a good listener, but I know how to talk to him: you just have to not let him look away, you have to constantly make him look you in the eye. Marina, who does physical therapy with both of us at our clinic, compliments me for being able to make Alik listen. Marina says I’m a good boy. But this time I couldn’t make it happen: I held Alik’s head, but he still kept looking away—crossed his eyes, rolled them back practically up into his forehead. It didn’t matter how much I shook him, I couldn’t make him look me in the eye. And that’s why he couldn’t listen to anything, couldn’t listen to how much I miss him.

That’s what had been going on these last few days: it was almost like Alik wasn’t there at all. At first I was just worried for him because he looked really tired and kept falling asleep right in the middle of a game or conversation. One time he fell asleep and almost fell off the bench. Also I saw that Alik kept holding his stomach. Alik doesn’t know how to say that he’s sick, he doesn’t even understand that he’s sick. But I protect Alik and that’s why I always watch to see if he is limping or holding on to some part of himself, if he has a cold or a fever.

If Alik is holding his stomach it means he hasn’t eaten in a long time. That means his grandma fell asleep and didn’t make him eat, and then Alik might forget and go out for a walk, that’s why his stomach starts to hurt. And these last few days Alik kept holding his stomach, I even said so to his grandma on Saturday. I said: “Please don’t fall asleep and don’t forget to feed Alik, you’re responsible for him, after all, you should be ashamed.” Alik’s grandma said that I’m a good person and took Alik home. I really am a good person. I can tell by the cards. Alik can’t give himself cards—he doesn’t understand when he’s behaving well or badly. I’m responsible for that too.

That’s how it happened that I accidentally beat up Alik on Sunday. I just wanted him to explain what’s going on with him, because I can’t protect him if I don’t know what I’m supposed to protect him from. I started naming all the reasons I could think of, one after another. There are a lot of them, because Alik can’t protect himself. I asked, maybe they gave you beer again? One time some men by the kiosk gave Alik beer and he got really sick—he cried and nearly jumped off the balcony. I asked about beer, but Alik wouldn’t look at me, even though I was holding his head. Then I asked: “Is this because of Vera the Dummy?”

Vera the Dummy is in our physical therapy group. She also lives right nearby, across the park. At the drop of a hat, Vera the Dummy takes off her pants, tights, and underpants and shows everyone what she has down there. Me, I know perfectly well what she has down there, me and Vera are friends, though not as good as me and Alik. But Alik is scared of Vera the Dummy, and I scold her if she shows it in front of him. I asked Alik about Vera the Dummy and he tried to get away while I was holding his head and squeezed his stomach with his hand, but I understood that it wasn’t about Vera. I started to ask about everything I could think of because otherwise I wouldn’t know what I have to protect him from.

I asked about the construction site, the rabbits, the stick, the blue whale, the chewing gum, but Alik kept crossing his eyes and trying to get away. I couldn’t think of anything else to ask about. Then I tried to explain to Alik that I miss him. Then Alik started to roll back his eyes to avoid looking me in the eye. I told Alik that I love him. Then he looked me in the eye really normally somehow, and I thought he was about to explain everything. “Well?” I said. “Well?” And grabbed Alik by the cheeks so he couldn’t turn away. But Alik started to roll back his eyes again, shake his head, and bellow. That’s when that thing happened to me. That’s how Alik and I ended up at the ER.

In the morning my forehead almost didn’t hurt anymore. Mom and I went to physical therapy and to the clinic. When we were crossing the yard of house number twenty, I saw Alik on a walk with his grandma. His nose was taped with something or other. I ran toward Alik even though Mom shouted after me, and tried to talk to him, but Alik turned away, and his grandma kept pushing me away and saying: “Later, later.” Then I pulled it together and politely asked how Alik was feeling. Alik’s grandma said he was feeling a little better. Then my mom walked up and also asked how Alik was feeling.

Alik’s grandma said that I should go for a stroll and I started to circle around Alik, hoping he would look me in the eye, but Alik kept turning away. So I backed off and overheard Alik’s grandma saying that last night Alik locked himself in his room and was screaming something, but it was impossible to tell what. And that tonight Alik ran away out the window, and his grandma and dad searched all the yards and nearly went insane, but then Alik came home on his own—all in tears, though.

That’s when they noticed me and I didn’t get a chance to hear where Alik had been. I asked, but Alik’s grandma said they didn’t know. Then I asked if Alik was coming to physical therapy or the clinic today, and Alik’s grandma said no, because right now Alik can’t move around a lot or bend over. Then I gave her the piece of candy I got from Mom the night before, that I couldn’t eat because of the red cards. I explained to Alik’s grandma that if it weren’t for the cards, I would eat the candy myself, but I asked Mom for it even though I couldn’t eat it so I could give it to Alik at physical therapy. So she should give it to Alik. Alik can eat as many sweets as he wants, he doesn’t need any cards for that. Alik’s grandma told me again that I’m a good person. I really am a good person.

I was really upset that Alik didn’t want to be friends with me anymore and wouldn’t even listen to my apologies. I was really afraid he would never make up with me. I got a little distracted at therapy because I let everyone touch my scar, but then our coach, Marina, came and said that touching the scar isn’t allowed. I don’t give myself red cards for things I didn’t know aren’t allowed, otherwise I’d be in real trouble. But when Vera the Dummy and I went to smoke after the session, she asked to touch my scar. I already knew it wasn’t allowed and said: “No.” Then Vera started to grab me by the pants between my legs. I shoved her away, but not seriously, just as a joke. Then Vera the Dummy laughed and said she loved me. Vera the Dummy always says she loves me. She says she’ll love me her whole life. That’s why, when Vera the Dummy smokes, she always gives me a cigarette, even though I don’t smoke. I keep the cigarettes at home even though I really don’t need them, because it’s rude to throw away gifts. There’s an entire shoebox (the one that Mom’s boots came in) full of Vera’s cigarettes on top of my wardrobe.

That night I called Alik’s house and politely asked his grandma if he could come over. His grandma went and asked Alik, came back and said that he wanted to rest. I politely asked what his mood was like, and his grandma said: “It’s good.” That made me happy, but I was still really hurt because I thought Alik was scared of me now. But I was still really happy that his mood had improved. It’s been a long time since he was in a good mood. That’s what I told Mom when she came to put me to bed, and Mom said that everything would be fine and that Alik and I would make up. But that night I dreamed Alik was crying. Not even crying, but kind of moaning piteously in pain. I got horribly scared and woke up. I listened closely and actually did hear Alik moaning in pain.

I ran to the window and started looking at house number twenty, even though Alik’s windows face the other way—they face the yard. That’s when I realized that Alik wasn’t moaning in his house, but somewhere right behind me. I turned around quickly, but didn’t see Alik there. I felt really afraid and wanted to call Mom, but couldn’t move from fear. That’s how I figured out that the soft moans weren’t coming from the house across the way, but from under my bed. I decided that Alik had run away from home again, climbed through my open window, and gotten under my bed. I lay down on the floor and looked under the bed, but the nightlight didn’t reach there so I couldn’t see anything. Then I felt around under the bed with my hand and dragged out the beastie.

It was really dirty and somehow sticky, and it was lying on an unfamiliar old blue sweater, which was also dirty. There wasn’t enough light from the nightlight for me to see the beastie clearly, but I could still tell it was covered in dust bunnies from under the bed and all kinds of other dirt. I shook the beastie a little, but either it was deeply asleep or in really bad shape. It moaned really pathetically without opening its eyes. The beastie didn’t seem so scary. I stood over it and thought about what to do. I thought that if I showed it to Mom she would get really scared and make me take the beastie outside. But you could tell right away from looking at it that the beastie would die out there. I shook it a little more and it moaned again but didn’t wake up. Then very quietly, so that Mom wouldn’t hear, I took it to the bathroom.

I washed the beastie in the sink. With its fur wet it became sort of small. It was still asleep and breathing heavily. On one of its sides, the beastie had lots of little round wounds, they were bleeding and the fur around them was matted. Afterward I carried the beastie back to my room, also really quietly. I crammed the dirty sweater it had been lying on into the closet under the suitcases and put down an old t-shirt for it. There was iodine and Q-tips for my forehead on the bedside table. I put iodine on all the beastie’s little wounds. It whimpered, but I whispered to it: “Hold on, hold on,” and it held on all the way through.

While I was putting iodine on its little wounds, I saw that it was starved—all its ribs were sticking out. I didn’t know what it liked to eat, so I brought it some bread, a piece of salami, and a tomato from the kitchen. I held the bread to the beastie’s nose, it sniffed the air and began to eat right away. I thought that would make it wake up, but it didn’t, though its breathing became more even. It ate the salami and the tomato, too. I felt like the beastie was doing a little better. It could clearly have eaten a lot more, but I was afraid to walk past Mom’s room to the kitchen again. The beastie’s entire face was now covered in breadcrumbs and chunks of tomato. I wiped its face with the sleeve of the old t-shirt. I realized I couldn’t take it outside because it would die. The smartest thing would be to hide the beastie under the bed again. That’s what I did—I lay down on the floor and shoved the beastie under the bed again, covering it with the t-shirt a little. The beastie still didn’t wake up, but I thought maybe that was a good thing, because when you’re sick, sleep is the best medicine.

I can’t read clocks, but it probably hadn’t taken that long to take care of the beastie, because I had to lie there for a long while before it became morning. I couldn’t fall asleep—I kept straining my ears, listening for the beastie. I was afraid that it would die when I fell asleep, and I went under the bed a few times and took it out and then put it back, but it kept sleeping. Also, I was afraid that Mom would hear it moaning, but then it stopped. It would just whimper once in a while in its sleep. A couple of times I got out of bed, left the room, closed the door, and tried to see if you could hear the beastie’s whimpering from the hall. Sometimes it seemed like the answer was yes, sometimes like it was no, and I really ran myself ragged. The fatigue and nervousness made me think I’d never fall asleep. But close to morning I did in fact fall asleep.

When Mom came to wake me, I remembered about the beastie right away and got really scared that Mom would hear him. I jumped out of bed and started to hug Mom and tell her how much I loved her. I spoke really loudly on purpose and hugged Mom really thoroughly, I almost knocked her over, because I’m more than a foot taller and really strong. I said that I want to go to the kitchen and help her make breakfast. Then I sat with her until she had to go to work. I talked really loudly the whole time, Mom even checked my pulse. Because of my loud talking I couldn’t even hear how the beastie was doing up there.

As soon as Mom left, I ran to my room to check. Pulling on the edge of the t-shirt, I got the beastie out from under the bed. It was asleep. Now, for the first time, I saw it in the light. It looked really pitiful, but a little better than last night. I looked closer and touched its little wounds; thin scabs had formed over them. Then I went to the bathroom and looked at the stitches on my forehead: they had scabbed over the same way. I touched my forehead: it was clearly healing, so I decided that the beastie’s little wounds were also healing. Before she left, Mom had put iodine on my forehead, because you had to do it in the morning and at night, so I put more iodine on the beastie’s little wounds and pushed it back under the bed.

I felt like I had worried myself sick. I was dead on my feet. While Mom was at work I would usually watch TV or listen to records, or make stuff out of clay, or draw. During the day, I would eat the sandwiches Mom had left for me, and when she came back, I would eat dinner with her. Now I didn’t have the energy even to watch TV, so I just collapsed onto the bed. But I didn’t have time to fall asleep for real because I heard the beastie moaning pitifully. I got horribly scared that it was dying again, threw myself on the floor, and took it out from under the bed.

The beastie was breathing evenly in its sleep, it definitely wasn’t dying, but drool had gathered in the corners of its mouth, which sometimes happens to Alik, and I realized that it was hungry again. I had to give it my sandwiches. At first I wanted to give it just one, but the beastie ate it without waking up and started to whimper again so piteously that I had to give it the second one too. Then it was quiet, I wiped its face again and put it under the bed. I got to sleep a little, but then Mom called to check that I was doing OK. I said yes, and she asked why my voice was like that, and I said that I’m just watching a sad show on TV, and she asked: “Which one?” But I couldn’t think of anything. I said that I had to go to the bathroom and hung up the phone. My head really hurt, I lay down again, but in my sleep I kept thinking that tonight Mom was going to clean the house and might find the beastie, and was super nervous.

When Mom came home, my head hurt even worse. Mom gave me a pill and said that I might have a concussion after all, and that I should go lie down. I went and lay down, but first I went under the bed and made sure that the beastie was sleeping soundly. But then Mom started to vacuum in the next room and I got scared that the noise would make it start whimpering, and instead began to moan myself and pretend like my head hurt horribly, much more than it really did.

I was really ashamed, because Mom got very worried and even wanted to call Dr. Racine, who is my regular doctor, but I said quickly that my head was already better, only that she shouldn’t vacuum. Lying to Mom is two red cards. I realized just how much I’d have to endure from the beastie and got really scared. Before my cat got hit by a car and died, I took red cards for both his bad behavior and mine. I would end up with a lot of red cards, but I loved the cat and had just trained him badly, so everything was fair. But this was totally different: I didn’t love the beastie, I just felt sorry for it, and I was getting cards not for its bad behavior, but for my own.

Because of the beastie, I had become bad: lied to Mom and didn’t do physical therapy or help clean up. Besides, I hadn’t eaten anything today except breakfast because I gave my sandwiches to the beastie, and I couldn’t eat dinner because my head hurt so much. So on top of everything I was really hungry. And I was constantly freaking out, that was the worst thing. I was already starting to lose my mind.

When Mom was putting me to bed, she asked if my head hurt, and I lied that it didn’t. Mom wanted to give me a piece of candy, but I said I can’t because of the cards. As soon as Mom left, I got under the bed and took the beastie out. I decided that I would have to wake it up and send it packing.

The beastie still looked pretty bad. Its wounds were clearly healing slower than my forehead, and it still seemed really underfed. As soon as I got the beastie out from under the bed, it started to whimper. Spit glistened in the corners of its mouth. I already knew that it was asking for food but thought it might wake up even faster if it stayed hungry. I started to shake the beastie, but it just whined, because I was probably hurting it, even though I was trying not to. Then I started to blow in its ears. It twitched its ears quickly but didn’t wake up, just whimpered piteously because I was keeping it from sleeping.

I could have yelled at the beastie or started clapping loudly (I clap really loudly when I feel happy because I’m really strong and I have really big hands) or banging on the table. But actually I couldn’t do any of that because it would wake up Mom. I couldn’t do anything, and that was making me unbearably angry. I stuffed the beastie back under the bed and lay down. I was so hungry I was practically nauseous. I barely managed to fall asleep and kept dreaming that the beastie under the bed had expired from hunger. I kept waking up and trying to stand up and go to the kitchen to bring it some milk and bread, but I was so tired I couldn’t wake up all the way.

That morning I couldn’t get Mom to leave my room; I finally said I had to go to the bathroom. I wanted to stop myself and not finish my omelet so that, when Mom left, I could take the rest out of the garbage and give it to the beastie, but I couldn’t stop myself and ate the whole thing. That’s why, after Mom left, I had to feed it my sandwiches with the good cheese Uncle Vitya had brought for my birthday. After that there was none of it left in the fridge.

I went under the bed and got out the beastie. I shook it a little, hoping it would wake up, but it didn’t. It just started moaning pathetically from pain. So I fed the beastie the cheese piece by piece, wiped its face, and put it back under the bed. I felt like it was having trouble swallowing, just like Alik when he forgets to drink with his food. I brought a glass of water from the kitchen, took out the beastie and poured a little water into its mouth. That clearly pleased it, so bit by bit I poured the whole glass into its mouth, though I spilled a lot of it on myself. I put the beastie back under the bed. The constant trips under the bed made my back really hurt. I just felt horrible in general. I wanted to lie down on the sofa and think about what to do, but I couldn’t think, because I fell asleep. I was really tired.

I woke up so suddenly, it was like someone had started screaming at me. I sat up on the sofa, all sweaty. I was afraid that while I had been sleeping Mom had come home and found the beastie, or that it had woken up, made its way out the window, and gotten hit by a car like my cat. I made myself listen closely and heard horrible sounds coming from my room. I dashed over there. The beastie’s whole face was covered in drool, it was wheezing and jerking around; I saw its big yellow fangs, because it was opening its mouth really wide. I started to shake it, but it wheezed even louder. I was really scared.

Mom and I watch a show about doctors, and I knew that when someone wheezes and jerks around like that, they’re going to die if the doctors don’t come running quickly. I even started to run around the room, yelling: “Doctors! Doctors!” and clapping my hands (I clap my hands when I get really agitated, I can’t help myself). But then I made myself breathe in and out three times. I sat down on the floor next to the beastie, my hands were shaking, I didn’t know what to do. Suddenly I saw a little piece of the good cheese right next to the beastie’s face. It was somehow wet. Then I understood that I had dropped a piece of cheese when I was feeding it to the beastie. The beastie had eaten this piece in its sleep and choked on it. Part of the cheese had come back up, but part of it hadn’t. Then I stuck my fingers into the beastie’s mouth, took out the piece of cheese and wiped my fingers on the t-shirt. The beastie wheezed a little more, then started to breathe normally again. I couldn’t take it anymore. I lay down on the floor and started to cry. I knew that Mom would throw the beastie out, and now I wanted to throw it out myself, I couldn’t take it anymore. If I hadn’t been a good person, I would have thrown the beastie out right away.

The next day I had physical therapy at our clinic. I was so nervous because of the beastie that I didn’t want to go. I imagined it waking up, climbing out from under the bed, and the neighbors hearing it—or the opposite, it dying in its sleep. I really wanted to play sick and stay home. I actually felt sick, I was so tired that everything hurt. Also, my eyes hurt because I had slept badly, and so did my stomach. But then Mom would definitely stay home from work and call Dr. Racine, and then I would have to give myself five or even six red cards, and on the weekend I definitely wouldn’t get to go to the movies or the skating rink. Although, to be honest, by this point I didn’t even want to think about the movies or the rink. All I wanted was to make the beastie disappear. I was hoping that Alik would be at therapy and I’d be able to tell him that I loved him, but Alik was still not allowed to move around much. Marina, who is in charge of physical therapy at our clinic, gave me a very serious look and asked if everything was OK. I said that everything is OK, because if I had told her about the beastie, she would have told Mom everything. I could barely do the therapy, but Marina, who always makes everyone try hard, didn’t make me try today. I must have looked really bad.

After therapy Marina asked me again if everything was OK, and I said everything was great, I was just in a bad mood. Marina always drove me home in her car because Mom, who gave me a ride there, had to go to work. I changed into dry clothes in the locker room and ran to find Marina because I had to get home as soon as possible. Vera the Dummy was walking toward me in the hall. I wanted to pass her, but she stood in my way on purpose and started to grab me by the pants between my legs and laugh. I politely told her that I had urgent business and had to go. But Vera the Dummy started to climb on me, meaning get up on her tiptoes and rub up against me from above. She was laughing really loudly. There was no one but us in the hall. Generally I like when Vera the Dummy rubs up against me and does the things she does. She and I are friends, although not as good as me and Alik.

But now I was thinking only of the beastie. I could feel myself getting angry, and now I was really scared that that thing would happen to me, and then everything would be really bad. I pushed Vera the Dummy away and did what Marina taught me to do: take three slow, deep breaths. I felt better, even though Vera the Dummy kept on trying to climb on me, and I kept having to almost shove her away. All of a sudden Vera the Dummy calmed down and said: “I’ve missed you.” I repeated politely that I have to go and it’s very urgent. Then Vera the Dummy started smoking right in the clinic hallway.

This was absolutely not allowed, and whoever did it got horribly yelled at and could be expelled from physical therapy. I got scared that I would be caught with Vera the Dummy, that they would scold and expel me, and ran away from her fast. Vera the Dummy yelled that she loved me and also she yelled at me to turn around, but I didn’t turn around because I knew what she wanted to show me, and now was not the time.

In the car I kept jiggling my knee, I was in such a hurry to get home. That’s very bad, because I’m taught not to jiggle my knee or clap my hands when I get worried. But I couldn’t take it anymore and clapped a couple of times anyway. When I clap, Marina usually gets annoyed with me, but today she didn’t say anything. She just asked me if I had been doing my exercises these past few days, and I lied that I had, because otherwise I would have had to explain why not. That was one more red card.

When I thought of all the red cards that I had gotten because of the beastie, I couldn’t take it anymore, I jiggled my knee and started to cry. Then Marina stopped the car and tried to comfort me. She said I looked really tired. She asked if I was OK, and I said I just really needed to get home. Then Marina asked if everything was OK, and I said I just really needed to get home. Then Marina asked if anyone was hurting me, and I said I just really needed to get home. Marina said that no one was mad at me about the thing with Alik, and Alik wasn’t mad either. She, Marina, had called Alik’s grandma and asked for permission to take me to visit Alik now, if I wanted to, but I said I just really needed to get home. I was starting to get angry again, really angry, it was like my eyes were filling up with milk. I tried to keep it together and breathed slowly, but everything was shaking, and I got scared. Marina must have gotten scared too. She asked if I was OK and if I needed to get out of the car, and I said politely that I just really needed to get home. Then Marina drove me home.

I ran to my room, dropped to the floor and got out the beastie. It was whimpering quite a bit, and when I got it out, tears were pouring from its eyes even though it never woke up. My heart ached with pity for it. As I was feeding the beastie my sandwiches, pouring milk into its mouth and wiping its face afterward, I broke down and started to cry with fatigue and bewilderment. The beastie’s little wounds, which I constantly put iodine on, had almost healed, but the beastie was still really weak. I was crying because I truly didn’t know what to do. If I had put the beastie out in the street right now, while it was sleeping, it would definitely die. And I wasn’t at all sure that it wouldn’t die even if I managed to wake it up and it could find its own food. But I didn’t have a choice. I heard the show about the king starting on the living room TV, and I realized that Mom would come home really soon. I couldn’t wait any longer, and I started trying to wake the beastie up for real.

I didn’t want to shake it again so as not to hurt it. So I started to stamp my feet and shout in its ears. The beastie whimpered and wriggled its paws, but it didn’t wake up. I galloped and jumped and clapped my hands, but it still wouldn’t wake up. I stopped to rest and heard the show about the king ending. That meant Mom could come home any minute. My knee started jiggling all by itself. I started screaming even louder, now I had forgotten about the neighbors, I just wanted this creature to wake up, but it kept sleeping. The milk started to rise in my eyes, I stopped and tried to breathe, but it didn’t really help.

On TV the news had already come on. I grabbed a big book about dinosaurs and started to pound on the table with it, I bellowed all the worst words I knew at the creature, but it still wouldn’t wake up. I chucked the dinosaur book at the wall and grabbed the dumbbells I use to do my exercises. I started screaming and pounding on the wall with the dumbbells. The neighbors started to bang and scream in response, but I couldn’t pay attention to them. I just hated that sleeping creature, my chest was bursting with hatred. I hated it for making me a bad person, and because this attempt to wake it up would cost me so many red cards.

I pounded the wall with the dumbbells like crazy, but it wouldn’t wake up, it just whimpered and howled in its sleep. I threw the dumbbells on the table and started to kick the creature. I didn’t care anymore if I hurt it or not, now all I could think about was Mom coming home. I just couldn’t be a good person anymore. Also, I was thinking about the red cards and the movie Bedtime Stories, which I wouldn’t get to see now because of those cards, and about how shameful it was to lie to Mom, and about Alik, whom I hadn’t seen for a whole week because of this sleeping creature, and about Vera the Dummy, and how rudely I had shoved her away.

I kept kicking and kicking the creature, it was howling at top volume now, but it still wouldn’t wake up. I felt that if it didn’t wake up right now, the thing would happen to me. That thought made me hate the creature even more. I kicked and kicked it, it was screaming in a voice that was somehow almost human, but it still wouldn’t wake up. Then I grabbed a red pen from the desk, the one I used to give myself grades for exercises, and poked the creature in the side. It didn’t wake up. I started to poke more, I poked and poked and poked, I screamed and poked, and screamed and poked again, until the pen leaked red ink onto my palm. I was sitting next to the beastie on the floor, screaming and poking, screaming and poking. I wasn’t thinking about anything anymore, I just wanted the creature to wake up, and I would have shoved it through the window into the yard, but then I heard Mom’s voice. I hadn’t noticed her opening the door or coming into the house.

I only had a second before Mom ran to my room from the hallway, and during that second I managed to shove the beastie under the bed. I had to keep screaming, otherwise Mom would have heard the beastie crying. I screamed to Mom that my favorite red pen had leaked, and I showed her my red palm. Mom told me that we would buy a new red pen, and I saw that she felt much better. My screams had probably really scared her, she thought that the thing was happening to me, or that I had gotten sick. Mom hugged me with all her strength and told me she loved me.

And then, all of a sudden, I understood everything. It’s an amazing feeling, I can never figure out how it happens: you don’t understand something for a long time and then all of a sudden you understand everything. Anyway, I understood everything. I went to the bathroom to wash the ink off my hands. I was shaking all over, but on the other hand now I knew what to do. I went to my room, stuck a pillow under the bed and covered the beastie’s face with it so you couldn’t hear it whimpering anymore. Then I closed the door to my room, and Mom and I watched a funny show about a nanny. Sometimes I would listen closely and it would seem to me that I could hear the beastie whimpering and crying, but maybe I was just hearing things.

After the show Mom asked me if I wanted a shower or a bath. I said I wanted a bath. All this time I had been washing in a hurry because I couldn’t hear the beastie over the noise of the water and worried that it would make trouble. But tonight I sat in the bath for real. It was really nice. Then I went to my room and put on the music I like to fall asleep to sometimes. The pillow and the music drowned out the beastie and Mom didn’t hear anything. She kissed me and said again that she loved me. I said I loved her too and would do anything for her. And she said that all she needed from me was for me to be healthy and happy. Mom asked if she could give me a piece of candy, and I said: “Of course.” Then Mom was glad and brought me the prettiest candy of all, the one in gold foil from that box Uncle Vitya had brought for my birthday. I said that I would eat it in the dark, it’s more exciting that way. Mom kissed me and left, and I got under the bed and took out the beastie.

It was breathing really quietly now. Its protruding ribs rose and fell. In the glow of the nightlight the beastie looked pretty bad. The little round wounds from where I had poked it with the pen were bleeding. I unwrapped the candy and fed it to the beastie, little by little. It had trouble swallowing but ate anyway. The t-shirt I had put out for it was now horribly dirty. I wrapped the beastie in the t-shirt, pressed it close, and sat with it for a little bit. Then I stood up, placed the beastie on the windowsill, put my sneakers right on my bare feet, cradled the beastie in my arms and climbed out the window into the yard. All I had on was pajamas and snow was flying at me, but I was still sweating. The beastie in my arms moaned very softly, but I whispered to it: “Hold on, hold on.” I started walking in the direction of the park, then turned off into the second side street and climbed up the fire escape to the second floor, pressing the beastie close with one hand. The palm of that hand got all red again. I looked in the window. Vera the Dummy was sleeping on her stomach, butt sticking up, in a nightgown that went all the way down to her feet. I climbed over the windowsill. I could barely hear the beastie moaning in my arms. I carefully got on my knees next to the bed and put the beastie on the floor. I made sure that the shirt was underneath it, covered it with one free end and a sleeve, and then pushed it under Vera the Dummy’s bed, very quietly. Something banged under the bed, like there were pans or pots down there. I froze, but Vera the Dummy didn’t even move.

Then I climbed back out the window, down the fire escape, and went straight home. I decided to first walk home, climb back into my room and lie down in bed, and only then start crying. That would earn me five green cards.

FISHIES

My mom doesn’t like butchers—she says that there’s nothing good about being used to the sight of blood. That’s why I usually go to our butcher alone—I’m not afraid of blood. I’m not afraid of anything at all because I’m really tall, sturdy, and strong. I think I might be stronger than the butcher. The butcher likes me, he lets me ask a lot of questions and answers me if he can find the time, and if he can’t, I don’t get offended because when he’s busy with other customers I can look at the fishies.

The fishies make me feel so good that I can’t go home, I just keep on standing there. They’re just small gray fishies with little black stripes, but if you look at them for a while they become unbelievably beautiful. They don’t look at me at all, even if I stamp my feet and shout. I try not to do that because the butcher says right away: “Get out!” And I know that if you’re told to go then you have to go right away, and then I have to leave the fishies.

But I really want the fishies to look at me. I’m not allowed to have fishies at home because my cat is deranged. Once I even had to go down to hell and ask them to let him go because, at the time, I was the one to blame for his bad behavior, not him, because I had trained him badly. Or actually, I hadn’t trained him at all because I liked that the cat could just do whatever came into his head. I myself can’t just do whatever comes into my head: I don’t know how to stop and can cripple or even kill someone, especially if I’m mad, and I get mad a lot.

When the cat got let out of hell, I took charge of his upbringing so that the next time he died he could answer for himself. When I’m training the cat, I often get horribly mad at him, so mad my eyes turn white (that’s when I stop even being able to see what I’m doing). I know that at times like that the most important thing is to have time to put my hands behind my back. Dina taught me that. That was the first thing Dina taught me. Dina also taught me never to yell at anyone, but I can’t not yell at the cat. I yell at the cat and stamp my feet with all my might, and Mom sits in the next room and worries that I’m going to kill the cat, so I always feel really ashamed afterward. But the cat is totally deranged, so there’s no way to scare him.

That’s why it’s so hard for me to train him not to eat every single thing. The cat eats cockroaches, ants, worms, and this one big beetle that he choked on so badly that we had to take him to the vet. I cried the whole way there because the cat was breathing in a really scary, loud way and I was scared he would die un-re-trained and would end up in hell again, but everything turned out OK, and the cat learned to first kill beetles and tear them to pieces and only then eat them. I think that’s a result of my training. I try to teach the cat everything Dina taught me before she went away, but I can’t tell him to put his paws behind his back when he wants to kill someone, because then the cat would fall over. It’s because of the cat that I can’t have fishies—that’s why I like to go to the butcher’s so much. It used to be that I could look at the fishies for as long as I wanted to in Dina’s room, but Dina went away.

I go to the butcher every Tuesday. This Tuesday I also went to the butcher, and he didn’t have any visitors except me. I was really glad, and said that I’m really glad that lately the butcher hasn’t had as many visitors because now he can talk to me and answer my questions, and also I said that I’m grateful to him for answering my questions. Dina always told me that if you think good things about a person, you should definitely tell them about it right away, but when you do it you shouldn’t hug or lift them up into the air because not everyone likes that. When I like someone, I always want to grab them with my hands and hug them and spin them around, but Dina says that you can only do that to the cat, but for everyone else, words are enough to get across that I like them. Even Mom doesn’t really like me to pick her up and spin her around. Dina I tried to hug the very first time I came to her room.

I used to see her every week, like the butcher, before she went away. Dina talked to me and answered my questions too, but we agreed that we’d play a game: first she would ask me questions and I would answer them, but before leaving I could ask her about something. I don’t really like being asked questions, and Dina’s questions could be really unpleasant sometimes, and they made me want to scream and stamp my feet, but Dina taught me not to stamp or scream but to look at the fishies until I stopped feeling mad, and to answer only after that. Sometimes I would even forget to ask her my question at the end, and sometimes I wouldn’t know what to ask and would ask what she had for breakfast or if she had a cat. We would talk about my cat a lot—Dina didn’t have her own cat, so she was interested in hearing about how I was training mine. And sometimes I would really want to ask a question and could barely make it to the end of our meeting, and when the clock would read three minutes to six, it would be my turn. One time I asked who she loved the most. She said, her mom and dad. That made me love Dina even more.

Sometimes I would have to look at the fishies for five or even ten minutes right after coming into her room, because it would happen that Mom would get me there on time, I would go down the hall past other doors to Dina’s room and knock like you’re supposed to, but Dina would say through the door: “Wait, please,” and then I would know that Baldie was there with her and didn’t want to leave. I hate Baldie, and if he visits Dina on the same day as me, I think he’s doing it on purpose. I picture Dina smiling at him like she smiles at me and teaching him to look at the fishies, and telling him that he’s a good person just like she does with me. Sometimes I hear him crying in her room even though you’re not supposed to eavesdrop, but I can’t help myself, and Dina comforts him and talks to him like she’s his friend, and that makes me feel really sick because Dina is my friend.

I know that you’re supposed to share your friends, for example I don’t get upset that in our arts and crafts group, Vera the Dummy isn’t only my friend, and Alik doesn’t get upset that I’m not only his friend, although maybe Alik doesn’t understand anything. But Dina is a completely different story. One time I even started yelling and trying to grab Baldie, but Dina yelled right back at me and got really mad and said that I’m not the only one who needs her, her other patients need her too, and that she’d try to make it so I didn’t have to see Baldie anymore. But sometimes Baldie would cry and I knew that Dina couldn’t throw him out, so I would have to wait. Baldie would come out all puffy from tears and run quickly past me, I knew he was afraid of me, and serves him right too. On days like that I would come right into the room and start looking at the fishies while Dina put on her kerchief and only then would we start to play the question game. On days like that it was much harder for me to play, but I tried.

I didn’t hug the butcher, I just told him that I would be very happy even if I ended up being his only customer, because then we could talk all the live-long day and look at the fishies. The butcher said that I’m a good person. That’s true, I’m a really good person, because I train myself all the time and try really hard. I hope my cat also becomes a good person someday. I said so to the butcher, but then some man in a suit with a briefcase came in and started to look around. The butcher seemed scared and came out from behind the counter to meet him. I saw the butcher get scared and purposely asked the man in a loud voice if he was a gangster. He was quite small, this man, especially by comparison to me, I could have easily beaten him up, but the butcher quickly said that the man wasn’t a gangster and apologized to him. They went way into the back of the shop and I started looking at the fishies. One of them was swimming really slowly today and lay on the bottom of the tank most of the time. I couldn’t help myself and shouted a couple of times: “Hey! Hey!” but then scolded myself in my mind right away.

The fishies made me feel awfully good, so good that I don’t even have words for it. Maybe it was because they swam around so slowly and were so aloof or because they weren’t afraid of me at all or because they would start to glow when sunlight fell on the aquarium and I could see their little bones through their skin, bones teeny-tiny and soft like little hairs. When sunlight fell on Dina’s hair it would also start to glow and the hairs looked teeny-tiny, like the little bones of the fishies, though not gray but bright and orange. My hair is all gray and very smooth, but Dina’s grows in ringlets and shines above her head. Looking at her hair always made me agitated and after I came to visit her for the second time and asked to touch her hair before leaving and told her that it made me agitated, she started to put on a kerchief before I arrived. Dina always knew how to make me stop being agitated.

Dina also taught me to imagine that I’m looking at fishies swimming around all lovely and moving their lips even if there aren’t any fishies around. That actually helps me feel way less mad. It helps a lot because I’m really sturdy and strong and when I get seriously mad my eyes go all white and it’s really hard for me not to attack people. I put my hands behind my back, close my eyes, and start imagining the fishies looking at me and moving their lips. When I open my eyes, the person I’m mad at usually has had time to run off, or Mom has had time to take me away.

I get really mad when I think about how Dina went away and didn’t even say goodbye to me, but that doesn’t make my eyes go white at all. It just makes me want to cry. I think that if I saw Dina again, I wouldn’t want to yell at her, I’d want to hug her and spin her around. Of course, I wouldn’t do that, I’m just saying that I would definitely want to, even though I’m really mad at her. I asked Mom what happened to Dina’s fishies. Mom said Dina took them with her. That’s really good because I couldn’t have taken them home because of my crazy cat. I also asked Mom what happened to Baldie. Mom said she didn’t know. I asked if Dina had taken him with her. Mom said no, she hadn’t. That made me feel a little better because Baldie is probably even sadder about Dina than me. At any rate I almost never cried in her room, and it seemed like Baldie cried every time. I’m really strong and barely ever cry.

I listened to the butcher talking to the man in the suit in the back room. The butcher was really angry and I thought that probably this man couldn’t pay for his meat, but he didn’t seem poor at all, and plus the butcher didn’t care, when Mom and I or old Nadya came to get meat at the end of the month the butcher would always tell us not to give him money right then, adding: “No big deal, we’ll settle up next time.” Mom would always insist that the butcher take the money, and would say that we’re all in the same boat. I think that was her joke because of the fishies swimming in the butcher shop. I always felt happy when Mom said that, it was a really funny joke. I really wanted the butcher to say that today, too: “We’ll settle up next time,” I would put the money on the counter and say: “We’re all in the same boat,” but the butcher just wouldn’t come out.

He and the man kept slapping something on the table like they were throwing down magazines or papers, the butcher was talking really loudly, but the man either didn’t talk at all or talked really quietly, I couldn’t hear him. When people are yelling and fighting nearby, I always get agitated and right away I want to yell, too, so I plugged my ears and started looking at the fishies.

Dina had amazing fishies, I’d never seen ones like that before. I hadn’t seen ones like that even when Mom took me to the special store where you could come and look at the fishies for fifty rubles even if you weren’t going to buy any. There were such lovely ones there, such amazing and beautiful fishies, that I couldn’t help myself and quickly hugged one of the tanks because if I hadn’t done that I would probably have gone crazy. I’m not allowed to go to that store too often because I always hate the cat afterward and I yell at him even harder if he doesn’t go a good job training. But even that store didn’t have fishies like Dina’s. One time we made an appointment for ten after five and I came on time, and knocked, but Dina called out, “Wait, please.” I had had a bad day because that morning I had gone to arts and crafts and they told us that Vera the Dummy had gotten sick and wouldn’t do arts and crafts with us anymore, but instead she was going to the sanatorium to get better.

I felt sad because Vera the Dummy was my friend and also because I was worried for her, and also because she and I would do that thing sometimes and I knew that I would miss her. The other women in our class don’t do that thing even though they sometimes glance at me because I’m really big and strong and sturdy, even though I’m all gray, and Lola is always saying all kinds of dirty things when she looks at me and gets scolded for it, and in fact you can’t do that thing there because some of us don’t understand responsibility. We also aren’t allowed to do it because someone like me could get agitated and kill someone. And people like Alik always start crying if Lola or Vera the Dummy tries to grab them. If anyone grabs anyone, we get scolded.

But Vera the Dummy couldn’t care less about any of it, she always laughed and showed everyone what she had under her skirt whenever and wherever she wanted, and that day Lola started to tell everyone that Vera the Dummy didn’t get sick but instead ran away from home and tried to grab a policeman and now she’s been arrested and put in the Institute. The Institute is really scary, I could end up at the Institute too if I yell at someone besides the cat and I got really scared for Vera the Dummy and for myself too, and I really needed to look at the fishies and tell Dina everything because Dina would have calmed me down, but Baldie just wouldn’t leave, he just wouldn’t leave. I was feeling worse and worse and Baldie kept crying and crying in there, behind the door, and then I knocked again, but Dina yelled again: “Please wait!” and all of a sudden I really wanted to scratch my feet, which always means that everything has gone all wrong and in a second I’m going to start yelling and running in circles and won’t know what I’m doing anymore.

Then I put my hands behind my back and started to picture the fishies. My feet itched horribly and something was shivering in my throat and so I couldn’t picture the fishies for a long time, I kept seeing these red spots. Then they thinned out a little and I noticed that the door to Dina’s room was all see-through, which I hadn’t noticed before. My hands got really heavy and my fingers started to hurt. Because of the red spots my head was going around in circles, but on the other hand through the see-through door I saw the aquarium and started to look at the fishies like Dina had taught me to. It was hard to breathe, but, bit by bit, the red spots went away and I saw the aquarium. It turned out to be really big, I complimented Dina and said that I really liked her new aquarium, but Dina didn’t answer me—she was probably tucking her hair into the kerchief just then and couldn’t hear. I had already calmed down a little and was ready to play the question game, but she still hadn’t come back. All of a sudden I noticed that there was a person lying at the bottom of the aquarium; the aquarium was so huge that their entire body fit inside. I jumped in the aquarium right away and tried to take them out of the water, but all of a sudden it turned out that there wasn’t much water in there, it wasn’t even knee-high. It was just spilled all over the bottom, everything was wet, the rug and even the walls, I think—I wasn’t sure because I was still seeing the red spots, but they weren’t swimming in front of my eyes anymore, they were just sitting obediently in their places, and that was good.

The shards of the old aquarium were lying around the floor and I thought that probably Dina hadn’t thrown them out on purpose because the fishies had gotten used to them. Dina had a lot of really nice toys and things in her room, I really liked the red truck with the real folding ladder, like actual firemen have, and I’d asked if I could take it home, but Dina would say that it was important not to change anything in this room because sometimes patients come, me included, and see what they’re used to seeing, and that makes them feel calmer. So I wasn’t surprised when I saw the shards of the old aquarium.

All the fishies had hidden somewhere—they were probably getting used to the new aquarium—but one fishie was in the person’s mouth, a really pretty one, red-haired and fuzzy. Its lips moved in such a pretty way that I just stood there and looked at it, I couldn’t look away. The fishie said something to me, but I couldn’t make it out because fishies rarely talk and it was probably hard for it to pronounce the words. I was awfully glad that the fishie was looking at me, they almost never look at me. I asked it to swim a little closer, but it said that I should come closer because it couldn’t walk. I realized that, after all, it doesn’t have legs, I really must have gotten tired that day and was thinking really slowly.

I came over to the fishie and saw that what I thought was a person wasn’t actually one at all. It was really just a second fishie, very white and smooth. I thought it would talk to me too, but it just lay there looking at the ceiling. I wasn’t offended because that’s just how fishies are. The little red-haired fishie was so warm-looking, its fur was so nice and soft that I asked if I could touch it, I had never touched a fishie before, but it told me that first I had to do something for it. It said that on the far side of the aquarium is a little table and that I should go there, get the notebook and come back.

I went, but it was really hard to walk even though there wasn’t that much water, but I must have gotten really tired, plus all my clothes were wet. I came back with the notebook. The fishie was talking really quietly, but meanwhile someone had started to bang on the walls of the aquarium from the outside and I heard shouts and thought: “Serves you right.”

I knew they wanted me to look at them, but the fishies never looked at me when I banged and shouted, so I decided that those people could wait. The little red-haired fishie was talking really quietly now, it probably didn’t want anyone to hear us. It said that I should open the notepad where the pencil is and tear out that page. On the page was my name and in front of it “5:10,” and nothing else. I asked why, because Dina had always taught me not to do what others tell me to if I don’t understand and they don’t want to explain. The fishie said: “That’s how it has to be.” I thought about it and decided this was like if Dina herself had said “that’s how it has to be,” and tore out the page with my name and the numbers. Then the fishie said that Dina said that I should eat this page. I asked the fishie where Dina was and it said that Dina had to go and urgently tend to important business, but she had really insisted that I eat this page. I started to get angry because I’m important business, too, I had come and waited, waited, waited, and now she left, and I asked the fishie if Dina had gone with that bald jerk, but the fishie said no, Dina was really looking forward to my visit, but something really urgent had come up and Dina needs me to help her, and to do that, I have to eat the page with my name on it. I chewed it up and ate it.

Outside they were yelling and banging with all their might, but I didn’t care about that. Fishies never care when there’s banging and shouting. The fishie talked slower and slower, I think it was really not easy for it to get used to this new aquarium. The fishie said that Dina asked that I put the notepad back on the table and then leave and run home and that I should try to make sure no one saw me. I had never climbed out a window before, I knew it was dangerous to climb out of windows, and Mom would be really mad and so would Dina, but the fishie told me that was how it had to be. I asked: “Is that what Dina said?” And the fishie nodded. I asked if I could touch it and the fishie nodded. I touched its red fur, it was so soft and lovely that all of a sudden I felt unbearably sad, I don’t know why. The fishie whispered that it was time for me to go.

I said that Dina and I always made our next appointment before I left. I said that it’s three minutes to six and that I have the right to ask one question. The fishie said that this time I just have to go. I said it wasn’t fair, I ate the page like Dina asked, and now the fishie has to answer my question, and that Dina always played fair with me. The fishie closed its eyes, but I understood that I could ask a question. I asked why the white smooth fish was lying on its back, but the red-haired fishie was silent. I said: “Did it die?” because one time I saw a fishie in the butcher’s aquarium lying on its back and the butcher explained to me that fishies only lie on their backs when they’re dead. The red-haired fishie said: “No.”

I was surprised, but Dina never lied to me, so I believed it. I asked if I could take the red truck with me to play with. The fishie said quickly: “No, absolutely not, don’t take anything from here, Valerii, nothing at all! Go!” I asked why the old aquarium had shattered. The fishie didn’t say anything, it was breathing very hard, but I asked: “Did my cat do that?” The fishie nodded. I said that I’m awfully sorry and I’m really trying to train him but he’s totally deranged. I felt awfully ashamed that the cat had shattered Dina’s aquarium, I kept apologizing and apologizing, but then one wall of the aquarium started to crack because someone outside was trying to break it, and the fishie gave me such a look that I put the notepad back on the table, climbed out the window and went home.

I was so angry at my cat, I could have killed him if he had pulled any more tricks that day, but it was like the cat knew how angry I was at him and was very well behaved. For some reason I couldn’t even yell at him about Dina’s aquarium. Every day I asked Mom if Dina had called, and finally Mom told me that Dina had gone away on important business. So now I could look at fishies only at the butcher’s.

When the butcher and the man in the suit finally came out of the back room and the man left, the butcher came up to me and started looking at the fishies too. I said that I like red-haired fishies and not white ones, but that all his fishies are pretty. The butcher handed me my bag of meat, and I held out some money. I waited for him to say: “We’ll settle up next time,” and then I would have said: “We’re all in the same boat,” but he said that he has nothing to give me change with because today I was the only customer.

I thought about it and said: “We’ll settle up next time.” That sounded very nice, but the butcher said there wouldn’t be a next time, because tomorrow his shop was going to close. I got really upset and asked: “Why?” and the butcher said that it was because of some papers. I didn’t understand and asked again and the butcher didn’t say: “That’s how it has to be,” but instead explained that the shop had stopped making money and he had “drawn a couple phony papers” so they wouldn’t close the shop, but the man in the suit had figured it out, and now the shop was going to close anyway, so today he wouldn’t take my money, and I should say hello to Mom. I told the butcher that if he wanted to he could give the papers he had drawn to me and I would eat them, I already ate papers one time and I was totally fine afterward, I’m really sturdy and strong. The butcher told me again that I’m a good person. That felt really nice. I asked him what would happen to his fishies and he said he’d take them home. I told him that that’s very good because I wouldn’t be able to take them home: my cat is deranged and God only knows how that would end.

THE BUTTON

To Masha and Ilya

When my mom died, I behaved very well. Aunt Nonna and her son Zero, my cousin, came and told me that Mom wasn’t coming back from the hospital because she died. I behaved really well: I offered them a seat and asked if they wanted tea, but they didn’t want any. I offered them coffee, juice, and cookies, there was still some of the borscht Mom had made, I didn’t know if I should offer it, but they didn’t want anything.

I sat there and felt the way I did the day my friend Dina went away and also when I thought that my cat had died and gone to hell, and went down to hell to get him back. I asked Aunt Nonna if Mom had really died and she said: yes, really. I asked a couple more times just to make sure because when I feel the way I did then, I tend to not understand things, sometimes I understand something totally different from what I’m told, even when I think that I understand that exact thing. I asked a couple of times to make sure I understood, correctly, that Mom had died.

Then I politely warned Aunt Nonna and Zero that now I would go to my room and scream. Mom and Dina always taught me that if I feel like something is overwhelming me and I have to run around or hit something with my fists or scream, like now, it’s best to warn people before it starts so they don’t get scared and try to tie me up or call the police, or something else, because I’m really strong and at times like that I don’t even know what I’m doing and might kill the person trying to tie me up.

So, very politely, I warned Aunt Nonna and Zero that I’m about to start screaming and also I had time to ask them to warn the neighbors, the way Mom always had. I went to my room and started screaming. I screamed and screamed, my mouth even started to hurt, but I just couldn’t stop screaming. I guess Aunt Nonna and Zero had only warned the right- and left-hand neighbors because the downstairs neighbors started banging on the radiator, but by then I had almost finished screaming and didn’t attack the radiator with my fists like the day Dina went away without even saying goodbye.

I had injured my hand badly on the radiator that day, but now I was almost done screaming. My mouth and throat really hurt, but it hurt less inside my chest. I got the cat, who always hides when I’m screaming, out from under the bed and told him that Mom died. My cat is really stupid and totally deranged, so I explained to him several times that Mom died so that he could understand it properly. I think he understood, even though he’s really stupid, because I explained it to him very thoroughly. Then I got up from the floor and went to the kitchen. Aunt Nonna and Zero were sitting at the table, Aunt Nonna looked really scared, she was crying, I offered them borscht just in case, because it was lunchtime, but they didn’t want any, and I warmed the borscht up myself, got out some bread and juice and ate my lunch, and then I put some food in the cat’s bowl. I always took care of the cat myself, Mom let me get a cat so that I could take care of him myself.

Aunt Nonna and Zero said that today I’d be spending the night at their house. I asked them why, and they said that they didn’t want to leave me alone. I said that I had been alone for two days while Mom was in the hospital and had behaved myself and fed the cat. I showed them that I had gone for fresh bread every morning, so my bread was from today, and I said that yesterday I went to arts and crafts even though usually Mom took me and I’m not allowed to go down to the subway without Mom, so I walked to arts and crafts and was late, but Anya, who teaches arts and crafts, said it was OK, and then she walked me home.

I told Aunt Nonna and Zero that I could be left alone until I finish the borscht. Then I can eat bread and what I always buy for Mom and me on my own—herring, cheese, butter, salami, tomatoes, watermelon, candy, and jam, but not in glass. I’m not allowed to buy things in glass because I might break them and cut myself on the way home. Also I’m not allowed to turn the stove on without Mom, but I can eat the cheese and bread raw, and I don’t need to turn anything on for the cat.

But Aunt Nonna and Zero said that tonight I’d be spending the night at their house. Dina taught me that only she, Mom, the doctor, and policemen have the right to tell me what to do without explaining anything, and that I have the right to ask everyone else “Why?” as many times as I need to understand. I was going to start asking “Why?” but all of a sudden I realized that I was awfully tired and almost asleep and that I didn’t care where I spent the night.

We went downstairs and got into Zero’s car. As it turned out, Zero’s wife Lena had been waiting for us there the whole time. I greeted her and asked politely how she was, and she said she was good. When we got to Aunt Nonna’s house, I asked where I would sleep and was told it would be in the room where Zero had stayed back when he was little. Aunt Nonna made up a bed for me there while I sat in the kitchen with Zero and his wife. They offered me tea and cake, and I said I wouldn’t say no, and ate two pieces of cake and drank tea, and nearly fell asleep.

Aunt Nonna took me to my room and asked if I needed help getting undressed and that Zero, if need be, could come and help me, but I said no thanks, I could get undressed by myself, and got undressed to show her that I can manage on my own. Aunt Nonna said I was a good boy and turned off the light. I lay down in bed and started to wait for Mom to come kiss me, but then I remembered that Mom had died and all of a sudden I started to scream again even though I wasn’t intending to and hadn’t had time to warn anyone.

Zero ran over, but I didn’t bother talking to him, I needed to scream so that it would stop hurting inside my chest and I could fall asleep. Zero is much smaller than me even though he’s a year older, I could have hit him and chased him away if I had felt like it, but it hurt so much that I didn’t even feel like it, I just wanted to scream and not to hit anyone. This was new and scary: I always knew who was hurting me and even wanted to kill them, but now I didn’t want to kill anyone. Zero left, I screamed some more, it stopped hurting inside my chest, and I fell asleep.

When I woke up and Aunt Nonna gave me breakfast, Zero showed up again, this time without his wife, and they told me to go to my room because they needed to talk. I said that I had to go home and feed the cat, and Zero said he would drive me. I went to my room and saw what I hadn’t noticed the night before because I was so tired: Aunt Nonna was remodeling her apartment. Way back when, Mom and I had remodeled our apartment too, and I was allowed to tear the old wallpaper off the walls. I went back to the kitchen to ask if I could tear the old wallpaper off the walls.

Aunt Nonna and Zero were talking about me just then, I got worried and asked if I was behaving myself and Aunt Nonna said that I was behaving really well. I asked why they were talking about me, and Zero said: “Valerii, go to your room,” and Aunt Nonna asked if I wanted to live with her. Zero said: “Mom!” and I saw that he was very upset. I was also upset and said I didn’t want to live with her, I wanted to live at home because that’s where all my books and games and medicines are, plus I have to feed the cat. Aunt Nonna said she didn’t know if I could live by myself and I said that I wouldn’t be living alone, I would be living with the cat, and again Zero said: “Mom!” And Aunt Nonna started to cry and said that she didn’t know what to do. I remembered about the wallpaper and asked if I could tear it off in Zero’s old room and Zero said: “No!” and Aunt Nonna said: “Yes,” and I thought that since Aunt Nonna was older than Zero, I should listen to her, and went to tear off the wallpaper.

I was already a little agitated that my cat was at home unfed. I tore the wallpaper off one wall and went to the kitchen to ask Zero if he would drive me home soon. They were still talking about me, Aunt Nonna was crying, and Zero said that it would happen soon and that I should go tear the wallpaper. I went and tore it off a second wall and saw a big red button under the wallpaper. It said “Launch” on it. I wasn’t allowed to turn on any appliances without asking Mom, but Mom died, so I went to the kitchen again and asked if I could press the red button under the wallpaper.

Aunt Nonna and Zero got scared and ran to my room with me. I thought they would press it right away, but they started pacing around it and worrying. Zero said that they should call the contractors and figure out what the button was connected to. By that point the contractors were putting new wallpaper in Aunt Nonna’s bedroom, they had already torn off the old wallpaper, and I was really sorry that they had done it without me. Zero went to get the contractors, and Aunt Nonna followed him, and I heard them talking about something through the wall.

I thought that neither Zero nor Aunt Nonna had told me “No” when I had asked if I could press the button. If other people couldn’t give me an answer, I was supposed to ask Mom, but Mom died and when I couldn’t ask anyone I knew how to make my own decision. First I had to ask myself what I was going to do. I asked myself and answered: “Press the red button.” Then I had to ask myself if this could harm me or others. I asked myself and answered: “No.” Then I had to ask myself if afterward I would be able to put everything back how it was before. I wasn’t going to move anything around or break anything, so I answered: “Yes.” That’s how I made my own decision and pressed the button with my finger.

That made a memory appear in my head, which I didn’t even know was there: I remembered Mom holding me in her arms and lifting me up to the light switch so I could turn the light off by myself. In that memory I wasn’t gray-haired like now but red-haired. My hair went gray when I was three, after what happened happened. Though, after what happened happened, I started to grow really quickly and get strong. Before what happened happened, I had been ordinary.

In the memory the button showed me, I saw myself pushing the button and the light turning off. Mom wants to put me down, but I quickly press the button again and the light comes on, and I laugh. Then Mom tells me to stop fooling around because it’s hard for her to keep holding me, she’s going to put me down, but I quickly press the switch again and the light turns on again, and I laugh again. I could really feel how fun it was to trick Mom in that memory and I felt ashamed. Mom always said that I grew up to be a really good person, but all of a sudden I understood that back when I was ­ordinary, I wasn’t a very good person. It’s really hard to be a good person, and sometimes I have to give myself green and red cards for good and bad deeds to make myself be good when I don’t want to be. I thought that now I’m going to have to start using red and green cards on myself and on the cat because it’s going to be way harder for me to be a good person now that Mom is dead and can’t scold me when I do something wrong.

I was standing there and looking at the red button, trying to figure out if I should press it again or if I had already discovered everything there was to discover. Then the contractors came with Zero and Aunt Nonna and started examining the button. They were afraid to press it and said that they would call an electrician and check if the button was connected to the electricity. I was told to get away from the button and go to the kitchen and ask Lena for more tea.

In the kitchen Lena and Zero were fighting about me, Lena was saying that if I lived by myself instead of with Aunt Nonna, then Zero would have to go check on me every day, and Zero was saying that he couldn’t leave me with Aunt Nonna because I’m a crazy thug. Then Lena said that there was a third option, but Zero said to her: “God forbid.” That’s when they noticed me. I told Lena that I really am a crazy thug, but I try to be a good person and as long as I’m a good person I have to live at home so I can train the cat. Also I said that now I would try even harder to be a good person because Mom isn’t around anymore so the responsibility for the cat’s behavior and my own falls on me, and I’ll start using the red and green cards again to force myself. I was super scared. I knew well what the third option was. Lena looked at Zero, and Zero told me to go back to my room.

I went to my room. I was really scared, which is rare because I’m really big and strong, but that’s the third option for you. Also I was getting more and more nervous about the cat because the cat is stupid and rowdy and you can’t leave him alone for long, ­especially if he’s unfed. There wasn’t anyone in the room. I thought for a long time and decided to press the button again after all, though I really didn’t want to. I pressed the button. At first I thought it wasn’t working, but I kept holding it down and remembered standing with Mom and Mom wanting to press the button for the elevator, and then that thing starts to happen and I start screaming and trying to hit Mom. In that memory my head wasn’t red-haired but bandaged in white because that was right after the hospital, after what happened happened. Within that memory is another one, inside my bandaged head, about the elevator, and I try to hit Mom so she doesn’t make me go into the elevator.

My hand quickly shot back from the red button, but it was like a little part of me had stayed in that memory, even in the memory inside the memory, because I was in a lot of pain and really wanted to scream. I closed my eyes and started to repeat, loudly: “Blue, blue, blue, blue!” and picturing blue because I recently figured out that blue calms me down when that thing is right about to happen. I didn’t even know there was a time when I was capable of hitting Mom, however small I may have been then. I realized that being a good person would be even harder for me than I thought because now that Mom died I’ll have to know things about myself that she used to know, and I didn’t have to know them, but now there’s no way out. I really didn’t like these things, I was awfully mad at the button and wanted to hit it, so I kept repeating: “Blue, blue, blue, blue!” really loudly.

Aunt Nonna and Lena came running at the sound of my voice, and Zero shouted from the kitchen: “Oh leave him alone, he’s fine!” And I really was fine already, I pictured blue a little more, though, then opened my eyes and told Aunt Nonna and Lena that I’m fine. Lena looked at Aunt Nonna the way she had looked at Zero before, and Aunt Nonna asked if I wanted food or tea. I politely said that I didn’t, but that I was really worried about the cat, the cat is ­definitely hungry. I asked when Zero would drive me home.

The electrician arrived and started to look at the button and touch it with a little metal pencil, then said that the button is connected to the electricity, but he doesn’t know what it does. I didn’t want to be next to the button anymore and was actually awfully agitated about the cat. I said that I had a big responsibility now, and asked again when Zero would drive me home. Aunt Nonna called Zero in from the kitchen, where Lena was feeding him lunch along with the contractors, but she didn’t talk to him about me. Instead she talked to him about the button. Aunt Nonna said that we should leave the button alone, out of harm’s way, and Zero said that we should press it and everything would make sense and we’d figure out what the button does, and Aunt Nonna started to grab Zero by the hand and say: “Son, I’m begging you, don’t touch it.”

Then Lena came in from the kitchen and asked what was going on. The electrician explained, and Lena told him to just disconnect the button from the electricity. Aunt Nonna started shouting that there would be a fire, or that the whole house would end up without power, and Lena said something and went to the kitchen, and the electrician said that this was for us to figure it out, he could sit and wait, it’s all the same to him, and Zero said that he was about to kill someone, and I said that my cat is crazy and that I have to feed him and that I have to be a good person, even better than before, and that’s why I don’t have the right to leave him hungry, and that I’m really agitated about the cat. I asked politely when Zero would drive me home. Then Zero hurled the fork he had brought from the kitchen really loudly onto the table and told me to get ready, go to the hallway and put on my shoes, he’d drive me to the cat now.

I ran to the hallway and bumped into the electrician, who was walking back from the kitchen; he asked what they had decided about the button and I said I didn’t know but that I wouldn’t recommend he press on it unless he wanted to become a really good person. The electrician told me that I’m probably related to all these people and I said that I can’t explain to him in detail about the button because my mom died and I’m really agitated about the cat. Then the electrician said that he was going to go, probably, and left.

I put on my shoes, then Zero and Lena came out. Zero also put on his shoes, and Lena said he didn’t care about her at all and that there’s always the third option, but it was like Zero hadn’t heard her, and he went out to the stairwell, and I followed him. Zero walked toward the elevator; I got scared and started to say quickly: “Blue, blue, blue, blue, blue!” and then Zero remembered that I couldn’t ride the elevator and bolted down the stairs. I ran after him, screaming: “Blue, blue, blue, blue, blue!” because I was really scared that Zero would leave without me and then the cat would definitely go crazy in the time it would take me to walk home.

All of a sudden, Zero also started screaming: “Blue, blue, blue, blue, blue!” and on the last floor we caught up to the electrician. Zero pushed past him because he was probably also really agitated about the cat, and for some reason, the electrician threw his metal pencil after us. I was really scared that Zero would leave without me and ran almost all the way to the entryway but then remembered that now I have to try even harder than before to be a good person and ran back up the stairs, picked up the metal pencil and tried to return it to the electrician, but he screamed and ran away from me up the stairs. I decided that he had figured out what to do about the button and had just thrown the pencil away because he didn’t need it anymore.

When I ran outside, Zero had already started the car and we drove off really fast. I said to Zero: “Thank you,” and he said: “Don’t mention it.” When I asked him if I had hit him when I was ordinary, Zero said: “No.” Then I asked if I had ever hit him after what happened happened. Zero was quiet for a bit and again said: “No.” I was happy that I had become a good person so quickly. I said “Thank you” to Zero and told him I loved him and he said we were there already and asked if I could get to the apartment on my own. I said that yes, I can get the bread, herring, cheese, bread, salami, meat, fish, tomatoes, watermelons, candy, and jam, not in glass, by myself. Zero said I was a good boy. I said I would try. Zero said: “OK, get going, Third Option,” but I understood that he was joking. I don’t always understand jokes, but I know Zero and understand his jokes or, at any rate, it seems that way to me. I really wanted to hug Zero, but it was really cramped in the car, and besides, I’m really strong, so I’m only allowed to hug Mom and the cat and now that Mom is dead I’m only allowed to hug the cat.

The cat ran to meet me at the door, he was yowling so hard from hunger that the right-hand neighbors were banging on the radiator; they had probably been banging for an hour. I picked up and hugged the cat and that made me want to scream again, horribly. I knew that I would have to give myself five or six red cards for that, because it will be even worse for the neighbors, but I couldn’t do anything about it: I kept screaming and screaming and screaming, but it kept on hurting inside my chest, hurting, and hurting. I even forgot about the cat. I only remembered about him when I had gotten completely tired of screaming.

For some reason neighbors had stopped whaling on the radiator, and even the cat had quieted all the way down. I even got scared that I had accidentally strangled the cat while I was screaming, but the cat was OK, just really smushed. I let him down on the floor. He stood there for a while, staggered a bit, and ran to his bowl. I gave him some water and poured out so much food that it spilled over the rim, but I decided that was OK. I got out some bread, herring, cheese, butter, and jam out of the fridge for myself, made tea and ate dinner, and then put everything back into the fridge except the herring jar, which had become empty, so I threw it out.

The cat kept eating and eating and drinking water, and then eating again. I realized that now I would have to wash the dishes myself and washed them. I was so tired that I just washed them with my hand; I decided that I would learn how to wash dishes with soap and sponge tomorrow. Also I wrote down, on the notepad on the fridge, that we needed more herring. I would remember anyway about the bread—that had always been my responsibility. I thought I should give myself a green card for washing the dishes and a red one for doing it without soap, so I might as well not give myself any cards.

I lay down on the bed and told myself not to wait for anything but to go to sleep right away. I wanted to scream but not as badly as the night before and I held back so I wouldn’t wake the neighbors. Then I felt as though I was, in fact, screaming, but it turned out that it wasn’t me, but the cat. I had fallen asleep and the cat woke me up. I went to where he was screaming and saw that the cat was lying on Mom’s bed and screaming—not yowling but screaming, just like me. I had never heard him scream that way—just like me. I started to console him, but he kept screaming and screaming. I tried to take him to my room and put him to bed next to me, even though usually I don’t let him sleep in my bed because that’s bad manners, but the cat had dug his claws so deeply into Mom’s mattress that I couldn’t tear him away, even though I’m really strong.

I started saying to the cat: “Blue, blue, blue!” but he kept screaming, I started saying: “Blue, blue, blue!” even louder, but he kept screaming and screaming, just like me, and then I finally tore him off the mattress, put on my shoes and started walking, with the cat, to Aunt Nonna’s. I was very tired and walked really slowly, but I made it anyway and went up the stairs. Lena opened the door for me, she was in her bathrobe and sleepy, and, I think, frightened, but I told her politely that I didn’t want coffee or tea or food, that I had come by just for a second. I carried the cat to the room where Zero had slept when he was little, but there was no red button on the wall. I stood there and looked at the empty wall and couldn’t understand anything, but then I realized that the workers had managed to tape it over with wallpaper.

I got horribly scared and started to ask if they had disconnected the button, but Aunt Nonna couldn’t understand anything, and Lena was yelling at Zero. Then I quickly tore off the wallpaper where the button had been. It was in the same place, no one had touched it, they had just papered over it, and now it was like it wasn’t there, just like it hadn’t been there before I tore off the wallpaper that first time. I brought the cat up to the button—Aunt Nonna was crying and muttering in the background—and pressed on it with his paw.

The cat tried to get away, but I held his paw and the cat himself very firmly. I told the cat that now he’s seeing a memory of how he used to be before I took charge of his training and started to make him a good cat. I told him that he’s a crazy and deranged insane thug, but that now he’s trying really hard and is already a lot better than before. And I said that now that Mom died, I have to answer for him and for myself and that he has to start trying way harder because I will have to wash the dishes with soap and I won’t have the energy to train him so much. I told the cat that now I will have to give him red and green cards for his behavior, but that his cards would count as my cards, and that if his behavior earns red cards, then I would have to answer for them. Also I said that the Third Option was always there and that the cat shouldn’t forget it.

My cat is really stupid, but I think he understood. Then I let him release the button and asked everyone politely if Zero would drive us home. I’m really tired and it will take a really long time if I walk, and that would be OK except the cat has gotten really quiet and now I’m starting to worry about him.

FRIDAY

If the rain goes on for a long time, then I can’t take it anymore and start howling. I howl really quietly so I don’t scare Mom. I’m really scared of the rain itself and also because I can never count how many days it’s been raining for. I’m really good at counting, but it’s different with the rain. Even if it only rained today, right away I start to think that there was a little rain yesterday too. I try to think that it stopped yesterday and started again today, so that yesterday doesn’t count. But then I start to think that maybe it didn’t stop yesterday, maybe it just got so light that I couldn’t tell it was there. And that makes me think that the day before yesterday that same invisible rain might have been falling, even if before I had thought that the day before yesterday was sunny. And then all of a sudden it turns out it’s been raining for three straight days.

That’s when my ears go numb from fright, because I know that if the Lord decides to cause a Flood again, then it will rain for three days without stopping. In general I’m a really good person, I’m really responsible and polite and I watch the cat’s discipline and my own. But sometimes I do really bad things, I just can’t help myself. On Wednesday I did a really bad thing, such a bad thing that it was pointless even to give myself red cards for it, there wouldn’t have been enough of them even if I had cut more red cards out of the scraps of the red coat. I was lying there and counting how many red cards I would have to give myself for bad behavior after the mess I had made of things on Wednesday and I was not even sure that all the coat scraps would be enough to make that number of cards. So that night the Lord had good reason to cause a Flood, and I was really scared.

Before, when it would start raining and I knew I had done something bad, I would start by howling quietly from fear, and then I wouldn’t be able to take it and would go to Mom to cry. Mom would turn on the TV, because if something awful happens—an earthquake, or a Flood, or a war—they would say so on the TV right away. We would go through all the channels and I would calm down a little, since they would just be showing all the regular programs. Then Mom would take me to the window and we would pick out a spot on the ground that wasn’t covered in water.

Seeing a spot like that would make me realize that the earth hadn’t been flooded yet. I would realize that the Lord was probably still thinking it over, and I’d start apologizing as hard as I could for what I had done. I would tell the Lord about how I was going to punish myself (for example, one time as punishment I slept under the bed for a whole week, even though it’s really awful and cramped down there, because I’m really big, much bigger than most people, even the butcher. Afterward my shoulder blades and knees hurt really bad, but I had saved everyone from the Flood, and in general up to now the Lord and I had always been able to come to an agreement).

After that I would calm down a little and remember that there hadn’t actually been any rain yesterday or the day before. And so even if the Lord had actually decided to cause a Flood, then today was the first day and we’d all drown only the day after tomorrow. I’m not really good with the “day after tomorrow” and other faraway days: I know they exist, but I have never woken up and realized that “the day after tomorrow” has finally arrived. So I would stop feeling scared and go sleep under the bed or make myself do a different punishment. Mom would turn off the TV and urge me not to punish myself too hard, and then she would go to bed too.

But now Mom was dead so I had to turn on the TV myself. I looked through all the channels carefully. Each one was showing its regular programs. But on Wednesday I had made such a mess of things that the Lord could have gotten truly angry this time and not warned anyone through the TV. When I remembered Wednesday, right away I started to think that it had already been raining yesterday and the day before, so it didn’t make sense to count on any kind of “day after tomorrow.” I started howling quietly and ran to the window to see if there was a spot on the ground that wasn’t covered in water. I looked and didn’t see any spots like that. Everything was covered in water. Right away my ears went so numb that I even grabbed them to make sure they were still there. I opened the window and leaned out to see better, but I couldn’t see anything because my eyes got wet right away.

Then I went and woke up the cat. That is, I tried to wake up the cat, but he wouldn’t wake up, he never wakes up unless it’s strictly necessary because he’s a rascal with all kinds of bad qualities. His training has honestly been really tough on me, and sometimes he just about drives me over the edge. It was because of the cat that I did the horrible thing on Wednesday, he had just about driven me over the edge that morning with his bad qualities, but I know it’s my responsibility anyway and I shouldn’t blame the cat, because the cat is also my responsibility.

Laziness and indifference are two of my cat’s really bad qualities. When he sleeps, first of all, he is too lazy to wake up, and secondly, he is indifferent to the person waking him up, that is, to me. I was too agitated to wake the cat up properly, that is, to force him to wake up and then explain to him that when he expresses indifference to me, he is behaving badly. I know that it’s pointless to scream at whomever you’re training, you have to explain to him what he did wrong. I’m really impatient, that’s my really bad quality.

Plus this time I was crazy scared. That’s why I just took the sleeping cat to the window and lay him on the windowsill, so that water would pour on him from the open window and he would wake up faster. The cat woke up and right away became deranged. He’s deranged in general, but here I had to hold him down with both hands while he kept trying to sink his claws into my stomach, even though I had asked him politely and ahead of time not to be upset with me. I had nothing to tie up the cat with so I tied one pant leg of my spare pajama pants around his middle and held the other one firmly in my fist. I decided I would lower the cat out of the window and if the whole earth was covered in water, he’d swim, and if it wasn’t, he’d run.

I was afraid the cat would be carried off by the current, so I held the second pant leg really tightly. I figured the pants with the cat tied to them would reach all the way down to the ground from our first floor. I knew the mess I had made of things on Wednesday, so I was sure that the cat would start swimming right away. The cat didn’t start to swim, though; instead, he fell on something soft and started to yowl. Down there a man’s voice was also bellowing furiously. All of a sudden I realized that the last two thunderclaps weren’t thunderclaps at all but the sound of a man moaning. I pulled the cat back, but he had caught on something. I started to scream at him and jerk hard on the pant leg, but the cat yowled and the man’s voice kept moaning. I decided that someone down there was holding my cat and not letting go. I didn’t know why that was necessary, but I wasn’t scared anymore because the cat didn’t float. So I tied the pant leg to the radiator and ran outside.

I ran down and saw a policeman lying under the window. He wasn’t holding the cat, the cat was holding on to him on his own. This policeman had drawn his legs up to his stomach, closed his eyes and was rocking back and forth slightly as he lay there. He was shivering hard and was covered in water, even his ear was full of water. I yelled at the cat for knocking down the policeman and not letting him up. I really respect policemen.

Mom and my friend Dina used to say that besides the two of them, only the doctor and policemen have the right to tell me what to do and I have to obey them right away. Everyone else, I’m allowed to ask “What for?” or “Why?” and I don’t have to do what they say if it doesn’t seem right to me.

When Dina went away without even saying goodbye, and Mom died, I started respecting doctors and policemen even more, because now only they could tell me what to do. So I politely told the policeman that I really respect him and that he shouldn’t arrest the cat because it’s my own fault that he is poorly trained. I told the policeman that he has the right to arrest me so that I could be punished for the cat’s poor training. But the policeman just shivered and moaned. He was not a very large policeman at all. I tried to stand him up, but he moaned even louder and clutched his stomach even harder and folded his knees. Then I picked him up and carried him home with the cat.

I didn’t know where to put the wet policeman, and besides, he was really dirty, because that day the good Tajik was the one cleaning up around our building. Sometimes it’s the good Tajik who cleans, and sometimes it’s the bad one. The good Tajik is always talking tenderly on the phone to someone and at the same time drawing figures in the dirt with the broom, like he’s dancing. After he’s gone the dirt is patterned with lovely circles and rainbows. The bad Tajik just sweeps the dirt into a dustpan and leaves.

Anyway, the policeman was really dirty. Also he was moaning and felt very hot to the touch. He said his stomach hurt really bad and he threw up yellow and red on me. I lay him down in the living room on the rug in front of the TV. Then I undressed him and dumped his stuff into the tub, including his policeman’s hat, nightstick, and gun. The gun and nightstick were also dirty and I thought that Lena, my cousin Zero’s wife, who comes to my house to clean, would probably get really mad that she has to wash the dirty tub, plus the nightstick and gun. I gave the policeman my blanket, but he kept shivering. I told him that I would call Zero. When I get sick or the cat does, I’m supposed to call Zero. In general, if something bad happens, I’m supposed to call Zero, and the wet sick policeman was definitely a bad thing. But then the policeman started grabbing me by the legs and saying that I shouldn’t call Zero. He said that I couldn’t tell anyone that he’s here. I’m supposed to listen to policemen and not ask “Why,” so I didn’t call Zero.

The policeman was probably in a really bad way because he kept clutching his stomach and howling quietly. Suddenly I felt tired of this and sat down on the rug next to him. I started to flip through the channels again to see if there was any information about the Flood, and all of a sudden I saw my policeman. He was black-and-white and a little blurry, and plus it was like I was looking at him and the other people in the store from on top of a cabinet or right under the ceiling, but I recognized my policeman right away anyway.

I told the policeman that he was on TV. One time my mom was on TV, she was answering a question in the street: “What salt do you normally buy?” I don’t remember what Mom answered, but she had probably answered correctly because that night she was on TV, and it made her feel really good, and then Mom and I ate jam before bed, and the cat ate cheese before bed, even though it’s bad for you to eat before bed. I thought the policeman would also be glad, but he suddenly started to cry. Probably his stomach was hurting really badly.

The TV said that my policeman got really drunk and started shooting the store’s customers. I saw the black-and-white cashier fall somewhere off to the side, and all the people screamed and ducked, and one girl didn’t duck, just stood there looking at my policeman, and he shot at her too, she sat down somehow and you couldn’t see her anymore because she was behind a shelf. Then my policeman suddenly bent in half, grabbed his stomach and ran to the door. No one chased him and the TV said that no one could catch him and that he had gone off in an unknown direction. Of course, I knew exactly what direction that was.

I didn’t know what to do. Then I started thinking logically, like Dina had taught me to. I said to myself that if I see someone doing something bad or dangerous, I should call a policeman and then do whatever he says. So if I saw a policeman doing something bad and dangerous, I should have called a policeman and then done whatever he said. But if that policeman is lying right here in front of me by the TV, holding his stomach and howling quietly in his sleep, then I don’t need to call him, I should just do what he says. And my policeman told me not to say anything about him to anyone—so I shouldn’t say anything to anyone. That meant only one thing: I would have to deal with the policeman myself. The thought almost made me cry, as if it wasn’t enough with the Flood and the deranged cat.

I went to the kitchen and, before the water managed to rise too high, packed herring, cheese, butter, salami, tomatoes, watermelon, candy, and jam into a bag. Also I packed my red and green cards. Also I packed bread and two cans of wet food for the cat. It wasn’t really necessary to bring the cat food because the cat would catch fish to subsist on, but I thought that it might take him some time to learn how to catch it. My cat isn’t very smart. I brought the bag back to the living room and carefully sat down on the carpet so no water would get on it.

The rug was rocking but not tipping over. It was time to deal with my policeman. I woke him up and gave him some bread and jam. It seemed like his stomach hurt less now, but his head hurt a lot, he kept holding on to it. He asked if I had any beer, but I told him sternly that he would never drink beer again. I listed all the things I’m not allowed to drink because they make me go crazy and possibly kill someone—I’m really strong and I don’t even need a gun.

I told my policeman that he would never drink beer again, or vodka, or liqueur, or what they sell in cans instead of Pepsi, or vodka (even though I had already said vodka), or wine, or cognac. I told the policeman to wrap himself up in the blanket and sit quietly and I conducted a Conversation with him. I often conduct Conversations with myself or the cat if I can tell that one of us has started on a bad path. Wednesday night I conducted an awful Conversation with myself and afterward I cried a lot, but it’s no use crying over spilt milk. At the time I apologized to the Lord with all my strength and laid out all my red cards on the bed, but after the mess I had made there couldn’t have been enough of them even if I had used up all the scraps from my childhood coat. I tried to think of a punishment for myself, but I couldn’t think of a punishment awful enough to fit, I slept under the bed for two nights and didn’t eat any jam even though I really like jam, but I ended up earning myself a Flood anyway.

I told my policeman this and said that because of me, we would probably all drown. But until we all drowned, I told my policeman, I would have to take responsibility for him, too. I told my policeman that it looked like he was my punishment for the mess I had made on Wednesday. I said that this was my second time bringing someone deranged home—first the cat, and now him, and if you bring home someone deranged, then their behavior becomes your responsibility and you have to train them and take red cards for their behavior if it’s bad.

I told my policeman that he had behaved himself really, really, really badly. My policeman started to cry, but I told him it was no use crying over spilt milk. I said that I had already made one mistake and trained my cat really poorly and when the cat died I had to go down to hell for him and tell them to let him go because his bad behavior was my fault and that now I’d train him much better so that the next time he died he could go to heaven. I told my policeman that now if he died I would have to go down to hell for him, too, and I just don’t have it in me to climb into that hole, especially since I had burned my arm horribly down there. Then I asked the policeman if he could swim and he said no. He was definitely my punishment.

Then I woke up the cat and conducted a Conversation with him, too. I told him that now I answered not only for him but also for the policeman, and that it was time for him to pull himself together because I’ve been training him for who knows how long. I told the cat that now I would have to take red cards for him and for the policeman too and if the cat would keep behaving in a deranged way I would just not be able to deal with that many red cards. I rolled up the sleeves of my pajamas and showed the cat the bite marks on my shoulders, where that woman was biting me on Wednesday. I told the cat that this was the worst thing of all—I couldn’t even feel her biting and beating me, that’s how deranged I was.

I spent all of Thursday running around the city, trying to find her and apologize, but I couldn’t find her. I think I must have looked deranged, I felt so ashamed, so even if she saw me she probably hid—it’s not like she knew I wanted to apologize. I felt so bad that later I couldn’t even remember right away if it had rained Thursday or not—that’s how deranged I was. I told the cat I couldn’t handle three deranged people. I think the cat understood. This was not the first Conversation I had conducted with him, but he’s so dumb and barely listens to me. He looked at my shoulders for a really long time, though, and I think he actually understood me.

Then I addressed the Lord and conducted a Conversation with Him, too. I said that, of course, I had made an awful mess of things, but that He was being unfair because He doesn’t want to take responsibility the way I always take responsibility for the cat. I told the Lord that He didn’t come out looking so great either, and that, at the end of the day, it’s on Him to make us kind and good, and that I always try really hard and until Wednesday I had thought that I was a really good person, but it turned out that I’m not a good person at all, and that He, the Lord, was partly to blame for this.

While I was saying all this, I couldn’t see the Lord, but I think He heard me. Probably it was stupid to anger Him during the Flood, especially since our rug had already floated out the window, the same window I had thrown the cat from yesterday, and now it was unclear where it was floating to, but I decided to get all the Conversations out of the way in one go. So I told the Lord that if He has even a shred of conscience, then He should answer for deranged me like I answer for the deranged cat and now also for the deranged policeman. I told the Lord that if we all drowned in His Flood, then by all rights He would have to come get us in hell, to ask them to let us out and then train us properly so that nothing like this would happen again.

I thought that in return for such a conversation the Lord would capsize our rug, but nothing like that happened. I realized that the Lord had a conscience after all and calmed down all of a sudden. The policeman and the cat were sitting quietly on the rug and looking around, and underneath us the rug was rocking very pleasantly on the waves. There were almost no people around, only the good Tajik floating right past us in his wheelbarrow. He was sitting in the wheelbarrow, singing something and drawing circles on the water with his finger; they were turning out really lovely. I asked the good Tajik if he needed his broom and he said no and gave it to us. I started to row with the broom a little so the rug wouldn’t run into the trees so much, their branches turned out to be right above us and it was very beautiful. All of a sudden my cat ran to the edge of the rug and started batting at something with his paw. I was glad that he had started to catch fish to subsist on so quickly, and thought that my instructive Conversation hadn’t been in vain, but it wasn’t a fish, it was that same woman.

She was swimming underwater, I shouted and waved my arms at her, I even jumped up and nearly capsized the rug, and my heart leapt up into my throat, but she swam away really quickly. I started to row with the broom with all my strength, and that’s when that woman surfaced and whacked me horribly hard on the head with her tail. My head started buzzing like crazy, the blow made me tumble into the water and I started to go under. My policeman pulled me back onto the rug and shouted something at that woman, although she had long since swum off; I wasn’t listening, but the words he used to chew her out would have earned me two red cards. I picked out as many scales from my hair as I could. My head was buzzing, but I think I felt a little better. I ate a piece of bread without jam, and then thought about it and ate another one with jam.


PART III

THEATER


THE WITNESS FROM FRIAZINO1

A play conceived as an opera libretto

TRANSLATED BY MAYA VINOKOUR

Dedicated to Boris Filanovsky, who’s all that and more.

The play takes place at approximately 10:30 a.m. on May 9, 2015, the seventieth anniversary of Victory Day.

SCENE 1

Ambulance driver: Coming through, coming through! Veteran on board. Coming through, veteran on board. It’s his heart, let me through.

Crowd on its way to the parade: Wait, what’s up with him?

Ambulance driver: He just got appointed, his nerves couldn’t take it.

Crowd: So how many years did they give him?

Ambulance driver: Eighty-three. Yesterday it was only forty-two, though. His nerves gave out.

Crowd: See what the man takes on for our sake.

Ambulance driver: It’s OK, he’s got another couple of years in him. Let me through, fellow citizens.

Crowd: We’ll let you through, don’t worry!

Ambulance driver: Happy holiday, fellow citizens.

Crowd: A joyous resurrection to us all.

SCENE 2

Two girls are telling a story in an empty classroom (in parallel, to each other, on opposite ends of the stage). The Witness is marking notebooks at the teacher’s desk.



	FIRST GIRL:
	SECOND GIRL:



	She walks up, I say:
	She walks up, says:



	“Give me your phone.”
	“Give me your phone.”



	She takes it out and gives it to me.



	I say:
	I say: “Why?”



	“Give me your watch.”
	She took it away.



	Her: “Why?”
	Then she says:



	I say:
	“Give me your watch.”



	“To look at the time.”
	I gave it.



	I also took her
	She wanted my lighter too,



	Lighter.
	I wouldn’t give it.



	Then I say to her:
	Then she says to me:



	“Kiss me.”
	“Kiss me.”



	Everyone left for the parade,
	Everyone left for the parade,



	We were the only ones
	We were the only ones



	In the class to be punished.
	In the class to be punished.



	(I only poked her
	(I didn’t want to keep



	gently, and she up and
	turning around, she kept



	starts screaming, the idiot.)
	poking me in the back with a pencil).



	After, she says:
	After, I say:



	“Give back my phone.”
	“Give back my phone.”



	I returned the
	She gave back my phone,



	Lighter to her and left.
	But she took my watch, the lighter



	 
	She took too—and left.




SCENE 3

Young women (several) and the Witness in a subway train car decorated for May 9.

Young women: Hey, you’re an officer, right? An officer?

The Witness: You have no idea.

Young women: Ooh, tell us! Three half-moons, what’s that?

The Witness: Three half-moons is a wounded, wounded officer. See, they’re gold. Gold is for fighting. I served on the Tver border. Got a pitchfork to the chest, see—here, here, and here? (Points to three holes in a row) But I saved Moscow from the muzhiks.

Young women: Ew, a border guard. Ew, ew, oppressor of his own people. Ew, discursive enemy.

The Witness [in English—M.V.]: I had educational and social ­disadvantages.

Young women: We’ll pray for you.

SCENE 4

Two boys on a playground. The Witness is sitting on a bench and sipping a beer, watching the playing children.

First boy: Let’s play “for shame”! I call not first.

Second boy: OK, what shame should we play?

First boy: Ummm…let’s do hiding bread!

Both, in unison: Three, four, start the war!

First boy: Boom! Boom! I’m a German with a gun, open up!

The second boy pretends to open the door to his peasant hut.

First boy (pretending to aim a gun at the second boy’s stomach): Got any bread?

The Witness from Friazino (suddenly): Aim higher.

First boy (aiming at the second boy’s head): Got any bread?

Second boy: I do.

First boy: Come on, you have to resist first or it’s boring.

Second boy: No, I have no bread.

First boy: On your knees, Soviet scum!

The second boy reluctantly gets on his knees.

First boy: Got any bread?

Second boy: No, no!

First boy (pretending to cock the gun): Click-click.

Second boy: Yes, yes!

First boy (grabs the second boy by the chin): What’s your name?

Second boy: Nikolai.

First boy: Nikolai, you’d never cut it as a soldier in the Wehrmacht. Boom!

Pretends to shoot the second boy in the head, then hoists a sack onto his back and leaves.

The Witness from Friazino lifts his bottle in a gesture of approval. The second boy stays on his knees.

The first boy returns, squats down in front of the second boy.

First boy: Are you ashamed?

Second boy: So ashamed. Don’t know how to go on living.

First boy: Here we go, “Three, two, one…”

Second boy: Three, two, one, war’s done!

Both moan with evident pleasure and fall on the ground.

Second boy: That was a good one.

First boy: Now you do me, do me!

Second boy: What shame this time?

First boy: Umm…Let’s do the Siege of Leningrad and boots.

Both, in unison: Three, four, start the war!

SCENE 5

Four pilots are flying a small plane, taking up its whole interior. One of the pilots is the Witness.

The Witness: Anyone have any gum?

Second pilot: Up to your old tricks again, Sasha.

Third pilot: I thought you quit.

The Witness: Just this once!

Third pilot: Just this once, and then you’re back to a pack a day.

The Witness: I’m stressed, I’m stressed because of my brother.

Fourth pilot: Barrel roll!

They do a barrel roll.

The Witness: Do you have any gum or not?

Third pilot: Been a year since I quit.

Second pilot: Not one chew in three months.

Third pilot: If I give you some, we’ll all smell the strawberry. Everyone will want some.

Fourth pilot: Barrel roll!

They do a barrel roll.

The Witness: I’ll chew out the window.

Second pilot: You’re weak, Sasha.

Third pilot: Oh lay off, he’s stressed.

Second pilot: We’re all stressed.

The Witness: My brother’s been appointed a veteran.

Silence.

Fourth pilot: Barrel roll!

They do a barrel roll. Silence.

Second pilot: How many years did they give him, then?

The Witness: Eighty-three. And he was only forty-two, he and I are a year apart. It’s OK, they said he’s got another couple of years in him.

The third pilot hands the Witness some gum.

The Witness (reads the wrapper insert): “Love is fulfillment of the law.”

SCENE 6

Dramatis personae: Boy, Girl, Witness in the form of a dog. All other participants are just voices (against the background of faint crowd noise).

Two children—a boy and a girl—are standing on a small podium. The children are wearing absurd militarized uniforms—an attempt to clothe old aesthetics in new signifiers: say, hideous St. George sashes over the shoulder, and sailor hats, except khaki-colored for some reason. The girl is wearing a short skirt and knee socks, with two enormous white bows in her hair. The boy is wearing short shorts and white knee socks. The boy and the girl have appeared in previous scenes.

They are standing motionless, holding up lighters like at a rock concert; they look straight ahead sternly, without blinking.

The Witness runs in, in dog form, and joyfully throws himself at the children, barking and wagging his tail.

Female voice: Awww, take a picture! Hurry up, take a picture with your phone!

Male voice: What do you mean, take a picture? It’s all fun and games for you, but that, in case you didn’t realize it, is the Eternal Flame.

Female voice: Doggie, doggie! Don’t do it! That’s the Eternal Flame!

The dog keeps on barking and trying to ingratiate itself to the motionless children; it wants to play.

Male voice: It can’t understand you! It’s just a dumb animal, a savage. Savage, savage! Come here, savage! Come here, savage!

First voice from the crowd: You should throw something at it so it’ll run away.

A stick flies at the dog, to its delight: it fetches the stick and runs over to the Eternal Flame, wanting to keep playing.

Second voice from the crowd: Sir! Will you go over there and catch it?

Male voice: What do you mean—go over there? That’s the Eternal Flame!

Female voice: Let’s distract it! Does anyone have any food?

The whole crowd, in unison: We all do.

Pause. The children with the lighters stand motionless. The dog barks. Suddenly a lasso flies at the dog and misses.

Second voice from the crowd: Bastard.

First voice from the crowd: I tried.

The dog sits down and starts licking itself.

Male voice: Oh no, it’s going to defile it. I swear to God—it’s going to defile it.

Female voice: Citizens, this is horrible, come on! That’s the Eternal Flame! Does anyone have a weapon?

The whole crowd, in unison: We all do.

Shots are suddenly fired, and it’s clear that they’re coming from different parts of the crowd. The dog starts to yelp and run back and forth in front of the children. The children with the lighters stand motionless.

First voice from the crowd: Let me! Let me! I know how! I’m a ­veteran!

Moment of silence.

First voice from the crowd (the veteran): Hmm, for some reason I just…I can’t bring myself to do it.

Female voice: Citizens! The veteran can’t bring himself do it! The veteran is having a stroke!

An ambulance siren approaches. The dog listens closely and dashes toward the siren, barking. The children with the lighters stand there motionless.

Female voice: Awww, take a picture! Hurry up, take a picture with your phone!

Male voice: What do you mean, take a picture? It’s all fun and games for you, but that’s a veteran in there!

Ambulance driver: Veteran on board. Coming through, veteran on board.

Crowd on its way to the parade: Wait, what’s up with him?

Ambulance driver: He just got appointed, his nerves couldn’t take it.

Crowd: So how many years did they give him?

Ambulance driver: Eighty-three. Yesterday it was only forty-two, though. His nerves couldn’t take it.

These and the rest of the lines from the first scene gradually die down. The whole crowd recedes along with the ambulance siren and the barking. Finally everything is silent.

The boy falls down in a faint. The girl reaches into his shirt, gets out his phone, sits down on the ground and starts playing a game.

____

1.    The title of the play, and its main character, are a reference to a wildly popular meme on the Russian Internet, circa 2006.


PART IV

COMICS


EXCERPTS FROM BUNNYPUSS

TRANSLATED BY GIULIA DOSSI AND ABIGAIL WEIL
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PART V

POETRY


TRANSLATED BY EMILY KANNER (EK), GEORDIE KENYON SINCLAIR (GKS), MICHAEL WEINSTEIN (MW)

FROM SO IT WAS A HORN

I don’t even know, Katya

Maybe it’s out of spite, he’s at that age

But never before

Almost an honor student

We didn’t get it, even when he

Was clearly skipping school

Then he came home already in uniform

Yasha was screaming, what a nightmare

“Empty-headed,” he said, “dreamer,”

“Dingbat,” or something like that, words couldn’t express

And he clutched his field cap like a baby with its blanket

What can I say, Katya

Maybe he’ll still come to his senses, he’s at that age

Yasha, I say, he may still go to college

He may get sick of it in two or three years

There’ll even be benefits, and older students learn better

Anyway, you’ve heard it all already yourself

And you’ve said it all too

When he was young he was so chubby, ate

anything you put in front of him.

You see them out in the street—always underfed

you know, all beat up, it’s obvious

You think: he was probably a C student, or worse,

A permanent stain, some kind of outcast

You look at him and think: maybe his mother is happy

At least he’s not a thief, a cheat, instead

a serotonin

reuptake inhibitor

But after all he was almost an honor student, practically a mathematician

I don’t understand, none of this makes sense

Three generations of antiseptics, Katya,

Well, not including poor Pavel

But at least he was an anti-pyretic

EK

TO HAYUT

Katya comes in from the garden

(two years old).

“Katya, sweetie, what were you all doing in the garden?”

“Beating Vadik.”

Vadik’s fate was on the rise, on the rise—

and look, it’s rolled away.

Sweet Katya’s fate is just getting started—

standing there, rocking.

EK

Pyotr, my friend, how the blizzard ran wild!

Led us about in a deadly ring dance,

rose up in imperial columns,—

you vanish past four paces.

Only your voice blubbers through the blizzard:

“Save us, O Lord, take mercy!”

Pyotr, my friend—is the Lord your protector?

If your hands are red with blood

the Lord’s snows won’t make them white again,

the blizzard’s veils won’t dry your tears,

The snowstorm kerchief won’t warm your throat.

—O, my comrades—or, rather, brothers,

I wouldn’t cry over Katya

nor over dark and wakeless passion

nor that birthmark, secret and rosy,—

for nowadays, brethren, we carry

a burden graver than love, heavier than death.

I only let icy tears fall when

I remember that Katya’s chickie died.

He was so delightful and so cheerful,

he held his little arms out to greet me,

he drooled and joked and poked me,—

that bright-eyed birdie of Katyusha’s and mine,

our chickie, our budgie, little piglet.

And then, alas, he set out down the road

along which there is no returning.

It was then Katya went a bit off the deep end.

It was then Katya went off the rails.

It was then everything went to shit.

GKS

Grief on grief, for us, the grieving!

Bitter grief for us to grieve.

Bitter throat choked full with grief

Gulping down by night and day.

Our only gladness on this earth:

that by night as well as day

greasy grieving, hot and guzzling

gurgles grandly in the hearth.

GKS

ON THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH’S REPEAL OF THE CONCEPT OF PURGATORY

Alyonka, there’s no difference, none.

Yours are dead, mine struck down by grief,

It doesn’t hurt you, while I can’t bear it,

You’re twelve, and I’m a bit past three,—

But here we are, sharing a single apple

In this two-minute recess—

Nothing but core, hard as a rock,

But sweeter than our silly special-order masses

(yours are catholics, mine dumbasses).

Today’s the final day, as if we cared,

although, it seemed, we were supposed to pray,

tell fortunes, tremble, tally up our sins,

die and resurrect with every rumor

about who was getting transferred where,—

but you and I went out onto the sill

you fidget, and with a sweaty palm

I hold onto you by your gray collar,

trying not to fall down from your knees,

and we slobber on our cigarette

and I breathe smoke behind your ear

into the dent the beam left there.

When you shot at them, at mom and dad,—

When then you climbed up on the windowsill,—

When I went where I wasn’t supposed to,—

When Alyosha left the house without a scarf,—

When Jerome threw himself under the wheel,—

When Natasha gave lip to grandma,—

When Asim discharged his heavy belt,—

When Eugène forced a pillow on his brother,—

When Ilya went off with that dude,—

When Hélène played with a lighter,—

When Bartholomew caught a kitten,—

We all caught the smell of the bird-cherry, cheryomukha:

Eugène, Tanya, me, Bartholomew,

Irina, Ada, and even Ilya,

who that guy had just then, in the bushes,

the bird-cherry,—even he,

through the blood and the rags, he caught the scent.

You see, it was just that kind of moment.

A moment in the history of bird-cherries.

GKS

While we’re all being read that tale,

all around, it goes like this:

first a hard little rodent, like a toy, lying there in the potatoes;

then it’s winter, we’re fussing making dinner, and hear a woman’s shriek

below the balcony: the eighth floor, the cat’s ninth life.

Then an unknown mutt somewhere in the park,—

The likes of us drops a lollipop out of grief:

we grew up with her—and then, outgrew her.

Then, grandma at first, later—grandpa.

Then, winter, you’re fussing with potatoes—

That’s when you feel a tender tug.

The gentle tugging’s just begun.

GKS

Just a bit to know about round here:

your foot to walk, and this here mouth for screaming

breathe through the nose, and use this one for looking,

—and death is cold and wrong.

GKS

Every airless, weightless creature…

▶ Stanislav Lvovsky

A shot into the air inside a mole,

from a bow made of a torn-off sleeve

from great-grandpa Trifon’s waistcoat

releases the little thing’s burrowing soul

and admits the Heavenly Spirit.

That Spirit crawls commando-style into the mole

through the moist and ragged burrow,

and steals into the spleen:

soon, soon, to its left will rise heme,

to the right will go globin,

a corona will light in a shine of bilirubin

quadrofaced phagocytes will set up in back

to sing something lymphopoetic and throaty,

and make the mole shake with the bass.

Look—see how the mole is tossing around with the bass?

And you, you thought—a mole, so what?

an airless creature—skin it and swallow it whole?

But we say: no.

So what then? what is it you crave?—

we too crave; every demon craves in its way:

we’ll eat the burrowing fiend through to its core

we’ll eat through the mole, and through the father

and the waistcoat sleeves

we’ll render nothing to the heathens

we’ll render nothing to the heathens

GKS

In hell Thursdays are the most familiar.

Everything on that day’s the most familiar.

That torture’s hard for us to take:

some are puking, our eyes all hurt,

we barely make it in to work,—

but then it’s Saturday, five AM

(in hell it’s often five AM),

and a little finch flies up to our window

and pecks out our lungs, a kernel at a time.

GKS

Unbelovèd,

we will marry you, as is proper for twins.

We’ll make a little girl in you,

feed you dill pickles,

together hold you by both knees

as she heaves

her way out of you.

The only thing we need

is her soul,

her soul.

Her eighteen fingers, six tongues, and eleven hemispheres.

Unbelovèd,

even if we ourselves had borne her,

she would not have turned out half as cute.

MW

Dear, we saw with our own eyes

How it approaches the shore, the regatta,

The lustrous captain scintillating as

The ropes thrum with fatigue.

(The simple ropes)

The oracle dissolved in a puff of white smoke,

and now the landladies

beat their hooves on the tympanum of the pier,

full of the most gorgeous premonitions.

So, the encounter will come to pass.

Dear, we heard the ship’s horn.

Didn’t we hear the horn?

Heard it, no need to deny it.

No, it wasn’t the swans’ cry,

no, not the oak breaking a birch,

no, not the chorus of maidens who

sang at our behest on Ilmen’s Day—

it was a horn, for real.

(My God, so it was a horn!…)

Well, so what now.

(Daughters stitch up leaflets

in poorly tailored skirts;

their haste-pricked fingers leave

small stains on the Party’s correspondence;

dummies and nihilists,

blind, gentle quail,

inedible as seagulls.)

On the gang-plank, trumpeting the leading note,

in sweet anticipation,

they froze,

the young naturalists:

awaiting diverting marine carrion.

So it will come to pass, the encounter.

Dear, we sensed it in our underfur,

how the underwater sailors sing

with white deep lips.

(God, oh God, how the sailors sing!…)

Would our lips have trembled sweetly

in time with the basses of the sea-bottom’s battalion?

We confess it: sweetly.

(The psaltery player’s wife in Severodvinsk

told him: “Don’t marry a dead woman”—

staring into water, into tea.)

And now, right up close to the water,

we stand, prepared for deprivations,

sensing behind our backs vending machines—

with soda-pop, salt, methamphetamines,

(A foretaste of sweet deprivations).

So—there’ll be an encounter.

My dear, why was your throat blocked?

That sky, with its linen handkerchief,—

the one that goes spinning, gets stuck again,—

always itching to go on.

The crowd is saying two young lady naturalists

in their impatience swam beyond the mark—

and now they’re sobbing, little fish:

smooth the sea, waves empty-crested,

the screw does not splash, nor the mast unlooming,—

but on the farther shore, a point,

a bloodless incision rising along the rails,

like a little white smoke curling…

…It’s true—a little white smoke curling!

(My dear! We saw with our own eyes!)

Ah, in the blind and many-crested blizzard,

again the heart is burdened past assuaging

the harpies spill out of their muzzles,

the daughters nibble on their threads,

and at the platform, a mischievous mutt

suddenly freezes, remembering something…

…And your presentiments, my darling?

What about your presentiments, my darling?

MW

FOR MARIA STEPANOVA

In the realm of bliss and quiet

Under the warm currents’ murmur

Time placidly, not unkindly

Gnaws away our innards.

It does not gobble brutishly

But delectates each chunk,

Picking out the tendons

with a painstaking tongue.

We knew it; we were waiting for it—

It was not the fangs we feared,

But the greasy metal plates

And the trench’s soup-pots.

Lucky us, oh lucky us,

It doesn’t growl, it doesn’t gnash;

It gently sprinkles lemon juice

And crunches like good starch.

The salt sparkles, the vat shines,

And over the dripping wattle, it

Lets down a good thread of spit,

But the world gleams like a knife.

MW

After an hour, the soul puts down the pencil, asks for water,

asks the body to light a lamp so she won’t knock about in the gloom,

asks to sleep, but doesn’t sleep, looks at the sediment in the water,

and at herself in a ring of approaching darkness.

After two hours, the soul stops enumerating names,

says: “Well then,”

asks the body to open the window,

and the body whispers, “But…”

but the soul doesn’t hear,—stands up, puts down the pencil,

puts on boots and an ammunition belt

and walks towards the table. They’re serving her supper.

The body stands over her silently as she washes her hands,

gathers up sheets in a folder, forgets the signs,

symbols, pencil, lamp, sons and wives.

After three hours, the soul drinks up all the blood, polishes off the body,

puts on her coat and goes to the threshold

Where, at last, she and the body part ways

And awkwardly sit down together, ‘one for the road.’

The body is still sitting, but she’s already at the gate, at the far end of the path.

MW

FROM PETER, SET THE HOOK (2007)

Death, back from the cemetery,

Does not head for the kitchen and supper,

Instead goes straight to bed,

boots still on,

And, defeated, falls fast asleep.

You hold your fork poised in the air.

It takes five or six seconds for the

onslaught of annoyance

To retreat in the face of appetite,—

Like in the mornings, when she plops down on you

And begins to squirm

And kiss.

EK

Little sister says to Mommy, “Don’t touch me!”

Big sis says to Mother, “Leave me be!”

And on a day the calendar marks gray

they both head to factories or fields

and Lenin is young

and the rose of October

has barely bloomed.

And do me a favor

tell me ahead of time:

when it so hellishly withers,—

what will the Lord pick:

Snow White offs Rose-Red

or Rose-Red whacks Snow White?

EK

Quiet days in California

And Vichy.

Pétain drinks up his water to the cacophony

Of cannons. The narcissus bloom in vain.

This year spring wasn’t planned for at all.

Quiet nights in California at the Motel “Niagara.”

A young couple planning to hit the city.

The bleach makes her head itch,

he’s hurrying to finish a chapter.

She draws the seam of a stocking

On her leg with a black pencil,

rubs cream

along the pink crease

of her hairline. Bad bleach.

That blonde lay curled up in the middle of Paris,

With red blotches on her bluish skin,

Through the drawn-on stocking seam

Two little hairs stuck out.

Troops had seized all the nylon.

He brushes the toe of her shoe with his boot.

She shivers from the cold, collects the pencils in her bag,

says to him, well, let’s go.

He puts the story aside,

Straps on his prosthesis

And says to her: “Quiet Days in Vichy.”

She says: “Huh?”

EK

So one of them says to the other:

“I don’t want to work, I’m staying home.

I won’t leave you, I can’t, I won’t do it.”

But the other says, “Quit it, Alyosha

(Or whoever you may turn into there—Sasha, Seryozha).

Quit, don’t be a baby, this is just how it works.

And why is this about you? This is just how it is.

Just how it is—the weak don’t swim to shore,

And this work never ends.

Look, the water’s ebbing out from under us,

Get ready or they’ll panic.

And all in all I’m glad it happened,

It’s just a shame we didn’t catch up more.

I’m still blameless, which is nice.

I’m still your brother, you lowlife,

shithead, scumbag,—just joking, don’t worry.

Get lost, Andrei (or is it Vova),

get working, for your own sake and that of your neighbor.

Mom’s hurting, don’t bother her, say goodbye already.”

And neither air nor water will hide you.

But one manages to cross himself,

and the other to flip over,

prepare,

and pull himself together.

EK

He’s descending, and just then the other’s coming out, and they meet by the river,—

Many-legged, its muddy waves dragging satchels, purses, parcels,

discharging from its head onto Nativity Street, Resurrection,

from its rear—into dead dark blind alleys.

By now they both ought to have started—but they’re silent

Looking at each other over a shoulder.

Around, everything flows and trickles in its way, no one notices them,—

Only the escalator attendant scents something,

nervously fidgets, claws grazing the lever.

It’s Friday, eight at night, subterranean heat, harrowed bodies,

and in each others’ eyes they read of their own hangmen, saying: “I’ve come for you,”—

and go pale, and lower their laureled brows,—

and don’t look up again.

The ceiling doesn’t fall in.

The lights don’t blacken or start to fume.

And then the escalator attendant shifts from hoof to hoof, slowly pulls the lever.

The escalators slow.

Those destined to exit collapse onto their brows.

It remains night over Moscow, everything blackly dark.

Those two gaze forward with eyes unseeing,—

and Christ keeps silence,

and Orpheus sings:

“No, death has nothing for me.

No, death has nothing for me.”

GKS

FROM BOOK OF QUOTES

For some half-sleep is quite the same

As cozy slippers, a steady state.

Their breathing measured, dull their gaze,

Gait smooth and voice tamed.

I’m becoming one of these. It’s getting very easy

To live, without thinking seriously,

A little plush creature falling deep

And waking in this half-sleep…

EK

Take this truth both glum and cruel

To heart, remember and see:

I would have been the utmost fool

If this world had died with me

EK

It’s an evil and dreary reality

But worth always keeping in mind:

That I’d have to be queen of the dumbasses

If this world, when I die, were to end…

GKS

Think “a lemon”—feel your cheek contract.

Think of a knife, etching a line down a pane

And hold back a spasm. When you meet a figure in the dark,

Think: “assassin”—and shudder.

As the blurred light of the

leaden morning melts in the crucible of anguish,

Think a bullet tearing through temple into the pillow;

And cope with the chill. Then breathe. Get firmed up inside,

Think: I’m dead. Now laugh. Then repeat.

GKS

Everything is glossy-coated, and, when you tire

Of the continuing thought, that creaks like a joint,

You shake your head, get up, walk to the window

Feet sliding like jellyfish across the seafloor.

Everything is glossy-coated. A cup squeezed in your fist,

You draw it to your lips, so as not to shake out all

The liquid, and feel with every gulp that

Inside you’re streaked with gloss, gleaming like a bubble.

Everything is glossy-coated, and your world is washed-out white,

With these lusterless flecks…How did you get in here?

Spit out the window, light up, catch your breath, pull the hammer,

Heave the dumbbells, scream, and forget it, like any lesson.

Everything is glossy-coated, and, finally, you go in

Straight from lobby to street, scrubbed with rain,

Turning back you see the edge of your own coat,

As it flickers behind the lobby door, entering into nothing.

GKS

With the onset of twilight the brain starts to whine,

The skin becomes sticky with things’ grayish haze,

“Is” doesn’t seem right, nor does “to be,”

Probably not “will be,” though actually that one’s close.

A fantastical picture: a wide-open doorway,

The darkish insides of rooms. Newspaper spew.

If once “the two of us” lived here, its traces are gone,

hidden behind stacks of “where are you? where are you?”

GKS

PAINTING

That which seemed white

By morning is thoroughly gray.

The tower, like a parabellum,

Presses against the morning’s thigh.

The square, like a brimless hat,

Bears down on its temples.

The city, with its vast mitts,

Tears him to bits.

That which seemed black

Nowadays changes hue.

It seems riven,

But guzzles up light.

The dirty port is drawn

In a greenish grayscale.

The marketscape beyond the frame,

Overstuffed—a still life.

That which seemed deep blue—

Sky, water, glass,

Pigeons, air, crisp frost,—

These days is whitest white.

The brushes beat the palette’s chest

Like waves upon the coast.

The canvas—as a battlefield—

Rosy through the snow.

That which seemed red,

All dried up, took on

A brownish russet tint—it’s clear

What happened to it here.

Once a bit of moldering blind,

The bind on the wrist is thick…

Sheathed in rust-red crust now,

The canvas bound in white.

MW

Sarcastically squinting, to glance, as the dog scuttles

Around the table and draws up his nostrils noisily,

Like he’s searching for tracks. Now I am acting wisely,

Ceasing my vain fight. Behind the blinds, the fog

Displeases me, but pleases God—thus

Contends the Koran. The vernacular for my behavior

Is “skedaddling,” or, in military terms,

“Surrender.” I try not to think with the paper’s dry tongue,

But to learn from the clever serfs: if the farmstead is conquered,

It’s foolish to go join the partisans, whose greed will cost you dear.

Better to keep to one’s work, let the soldiers be quartered

And charge them an arm and a leg for boots and beer.

I watch the falling of empires in my brain

With ridiculous calm: the loss, a conclusion foregone;

Occupation is easier. The dawn of alliances breaks.

I try not to think, but simply run, run…

MW

Torn apart, grimy, depraved

Petersburg—Petrograd—Leningrad…

Duped and defrauded—unslain,—

How d’you like hell, my beloved?

Death in the entryway, the alleyways, envelope,

On the bridge, in the snow, on the shoulder…

My love, are the devils daubed on dyed

Swaths of scarlet scarier?

A black puddle spreads

Across the leather coat, the throat, the coffin.

My love, does the hoarfrost overly

Chill your shame-marked forehead?

Do the horned shadows succumb

To that heavy and sharkskin charm,

My love, stamped down and beaten,

Commander, captain, commissar?

Like a chalice alive and steaming,

Two icicles between deathly centuries

My love, spit up that blood for me,—

Never again will I see it!—

How does it look—ineradicable

Beelzebub—Belial—Demiurge?—

My beloved, beloved, beloved

Leningrad—Petrograd—Petersburg?

MW


PART VI

INTERVIEW


“EVERYONE READS THE TEXT THAT’S IN THEIR OWN HEAD”

An interview with Linor Goralik, conducted and translated by Olga Breininger

OB: Linor, imagine that none of your texts has yet been translated. Which would you choose to be translated first?

LG: There is this one book that I’d say is more precious to me than any other piece of prose I wrote. It’s called The Oral Folk Tradition of the Inhabitants of Sector M1. It’s a collection of folklore stemming from one of the sectors of hell. Wherever there are people, there is folklore, and these people, too, have their own folk tradition, which has been collected by a man named Sergei Petrovsky, who by the way is the father of Agatha [of “Agatha Goes Home”—Eds.]; I have this complicated network of Petrovsky family relations in my head. At the beginning of the book Petrovsky explains a bit why he collects folklore—it’s because there’s this universal human need to collect. But Sergei doesn’t want to collect objects and finally settles on folklore. He doesn’t really understand what folklore is—he is, after all, an IT person, not a linguist—he just collects certain texts that seem like folklore to him. My friend and editor Mitya Kuzmin and I spent a while arguing about whether the book is prose (his opinion) or poetry (mine), and ultimately we published it as a book of God knows what. But I have no idea how you’d go about translating a book like that, how and into what language, for one thing because it’s all based on Russian folklore, but on the other hand it’s just, like, some crazy shit. But if there was some magical world where someone asked me, “What text of yours would you like most to see translated?” I would immediately say Sector M1.

OB: When you first saw a text of yours translated into another language, how did it make you feel? Did you have the sense that it was still your work or did you feel like it now had its own separate existence?

LG: This is actually quite a complicated story, because it all started with translations into Ukrainian, which is a language I could assess—partially. I grew up in Ukraine, but I wouldn’t pretend that I truly know the language, though at least I can understand a written text. And the sense was there; the translator was Marianna Kiyanovska, who is a wonderful poet and an excellent translator—I really love her work—and the whole thing felt very important and good, especially since, as I said, I grew up in Ukraine and have my own personal relationship to the country. So that’s one example. But, on the other hand, there were other, stranger situations, where my work was being translated into languages that I do know; and it isn’t just that you don’t like the translation, but you’re not quite sure what exactly the person was translating. When the translator was really out there. But on the other hand, again, you always remember that, after all, everyone reads the text that’s in their own head—that the translator reads what’s in his/her own head and that’s how s/he translates it. Then there’s a third type of situation, when you’re being translated into a language that you don’t know at all. And moreover it’s a language where you can’t even examine the structure of the text, how it breaks down into stanzas, for example—in my case I think it was Japanese. It was very interesting.

OB: I know you also work in content marketing. As a writer who’s also a marketing specialist, what do you think of Facebook? You get journalists and writers all writing and commenting, but if each person only reads for what makes sense to them, then what do you think of the result?

LG: Here I feel like I have to start a long and boring monologue on problems of semiotics and communication theory. But it boils down to the idea that we know that every message has a sender and a receiver, and all of us have to just hope for the best. As a marketing specialist, I’ve observed this one extremely interesting thing that diverges in many ways from what my fellow marketing specialists think. They often talk about how people are very slow to accept and absorb new information, and that this is one of the biggest problems in marketing—how to get people to understand the specific thing you’re saying and not some other thing. And my colleagues are always working really hard on this in various ways, or they just give up on the idea of their addressee understanding the message. But my whole experience, particularly with content marketing—which is entirely built around information—tells me the complete opposite. People respond to information with great interest and are ready to give it much more attention than we tend to believe. I think that we’re seeing a very interesting phenomenon that comes from what we call “fast” or “bite size” information, this stream of information composed of micro-elements, posts, articles, images. People talk a lot about how this has led to reduced or fragmented attention. But in fact, it’s led to the opposite, it’s made it so that people can quickly pick the points of information that are interesting to them out of the stream. It also feels wrong to me to start from the assumption that our attention gets dispersed over the entire stream. Once again, it’s the opposite—we’ve been honing our ability to pick out what we need. There’s a whole lot of excess in the stream, so we end up being very receptive to what we actually find interesting.

OB: You have this technique of creating the sense that a conversation has been going on for a while, but the reader has suddenly tuned in to hear a chunk of it—does that relate to some of these observations?

LG: To me, it’s all one interconnected story, it’s a single story. I have this internal conviction that if you talk to someone about what’s interesting to him or her, your brain turns on. And it’s also important to realize that you’re not actually talking to completely random people, that it’s possible to imagine who you’re talking to, who you want to hear your voice. You realize that these people are ready, right off the bat, to leap headfirst into the story. And I’m talking about prose here, of course. With this kind of addressee, you can approach them and just start telling a story from the middle, they’re not required to understand the overall meaning, but you hope that they’ll be interested in having a listen, and after that anything is possible.

OB: How do you choose the moment when you “tune in”? Are you interested in specific themes or qualities of language? Is there something unusual that tends to attract your attention?

LG: I’m writing a novel that I’ve been gradually publishing in the online magazine Colta.ru. I write it bit by bit, and Colta publishes it—which is really difficult psychologically, by the way. And the whole novel is constructed around this principle because the premise assumes the disintegration of the world, literally. The destruction of all business as usual. So that means the text is built around disintegration, and the pieces at the beginning are highly incompatible with each other stylistically. Like the range I’m talking about here is from a diagram—yes, a chapter can be a diagram—or it can be a play, it can be a line of graffiti (that’s the ninth chapter), it can be a normal-length story, or a mini-story, or a Wikipedia article. I like for the duration of the story—not how long it takes to read, but the internal duration of events—to be miniscule. The story might go on for 5 pages, but the event itself only lasts 60 seconds.

OB: What about the works of Linor Goralik, as a corpus—is it a single narrative for you, or do you experience each of your pieces as a separate entity?

LG: Well, first of all, I’m lucky that I’m not schizophrenic—in the sense that, for me, everything that comes out of one consciousness has one essence, one root, however the author might contort him or herself, and that applies to me, too. Deep down I know that all my different texts are connected, and I even know the specific places where they come together. They’re interrelated in that I’m interested only in people’s private lives. I’m interested in how people live out their internal lives, one-on-one with themselves—not in how they represent it or what they do with it or how they behave. I’m interested in the internal mechanisms of surviving with oneself. So that’s how all my texts are connected. But on the other hand, M1 is a standalone project, “Bunnypuss” is a standalone project, and this whole story about Tukhachevsky City—which is where the little girl Agatha and her father Sergei Petrovsky both live—that’s a standalone project too. God willing, someday I’ll write a standalone book about that made-up city in my head.

OB: How about the fact that you’ve lived in different countries, and move around fairly regularly—has that influenced your writing?

LG: Of course, because I’m very interested in the structure, the “language” of speech, which first of all has to do with code-switching, and second with switching between—and boy, I sure don’t like this word, no one does, really—mentalities. Not even mentalities, but ways of thinking, that’s how I’d put it. And of course there’s a Russian way of thinking, an American one, an Israeli one. I am fully aware of the theory of language as a basis for internal narrative, the idea that language determines consciousness. I know that this idea exists, whether you agree with it or not, but I’ve become convinced that people actually feel things in the same way. I know that affect theory and affect history teaches us the opposite, telling us that people in different cultures or in different time periods felt things differently—that is, they responded differently to identical circumstances. And I’m also willing to believe that we have no rational way of comparing different kinds of emotions and probably never will—you can’t even compare two different people’s headaches. But I often have the feeling that I am in an emotionally familiar landscape that might just be expressed in unfamiliar terms.

OB: Since your texts don’t really fit into a standard genre scheme, do you see your work as fiction or nonfiction? And how do you see the role of the author?

LG: Something I really love to do, and do deliberately, is working at the intersection of nonfiction and fiction, leaning toward texts that look like nonfiction but are actually fiction. M1, for example, the collection of folklore, it’s more or less fiction, but it’s this guy’s notes that have been gathered into a folklore corpus, which arguably makes it nonfiction according to the conventions of the genre. I just mentioned Tukhachevsky City, and I really hope to write a book about it that would imitate nonfiction and talk about an imaginary post- or late-Soviet phenomenon: the Paper Church, which is an Orthodox Christian community, an underground community, within a Soviet city. So obviously nonfiction is so important for me as a genre that I end up imitating it when I write fiction.

OB: What is it that compels you to use the technique of disguising fiction as nonfiction?

LG: It’s something I do to wake the reader up, or to play with their expectations. When someone picks up a nonfiction text, they have certain expectations even if they don’t know that this nonfiction is actually fiction. The expectations are set even at the level of language, it’s a question of style, structure, formatting. This game where the reader knows that the allegedly trustworthy text they’re being offered is actually not trustworthy at all, that delicate balance, is incredibly interesting to me. That device gives me a lot of pleasure when I encounter it as a reader, and I hope others feel the same way.

OB: Do you think that your work at the juncture of fictional and documentary writing is similar to what, say, Svetlana Alexievich is doing?

LG: I think it’s pretty different. The first difference is one of intention: Svetlana writes about actual events. The technique she chooses is nonfiction, which works very well for her. Her technique is actually very important because it shortens the distance between author and reader and helps the reader understand the topic under discussion, but Svetlana works to convey real events, to inform people about real events, whereas I do more or less the exact opposite. I imitate reports of real events, and the reader knows it, otherwise I’d be some kind of swindler and would deserve to be discredited.

OB: How do you contextualize your writing within the canon of Russian literature?

LG: I’ve really lucked out in that I really consider myself to be a private individual, I don’t feel the need to look for a relationship to the Russian literary canon, in any real sense. I just don’t have that emotional sense of continuity inside, that emotional thread that would say “Here I am!” and tie me to my place in the Russian canon. For better or worse.
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