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Dedication

To my family, to Laurent Le Pierrès, 
and to Yelena Lavitskas,
 in the florets, fireflies, starlight, and snow.




Prologue

Five years have passed since Jaan rescued Ida from her reckless swim out to sea. Two years ago, the favour got returned; Ida and Nadia smuggled Jaan onto a freighter, bound for a country where no one had an album of his crimes.

Now, far inland, Nadia is finishing her third term of Fine and Performing Arts at Lomonosov. Her sister, Nastya, is expecting her to come celebrate the New Year 1989 and, with it, the toddler’s second birthday. The little boy might also receive a visit from a man just out of prison, a man who chose his name.
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I: Conscience and the Bayonet




1: Richard II’s Gulag Far From Africa

Silently, Nadia was rehearsing her lines on “apricocks” as she gazed at one of the faces among twenty million dead.

There, in the second-floor foyer outside the Lilac Room and the snack bar, the rotation of mourners stood four ranks deep. They lapped around the folding walls, a full storey high and covered in foamboard plaques, where previous visitors had pinned photographs, letters, typewritten biographies, even tear-off sheets. Had anyone met this man—perhaps shared his sentence or been his executioner? Contact the relative here—or tell the newspapers; they were printing the most impolitic confessions these days.

Further back, the traffic and wintry ventilation flowed more freely. Cavernous, ornately plastered, and dripping with chandeliers—these were the qualities of the venerable theatre and erstwhile TV studio, which in recent years had become the capital’s nonconformist art house, the Palace of Culture of the Moscow Electric Bulb Factory.

Nadia’s roommate, Annika, was shivering and straying from wall to wall and clasping her hands, fingers to wrists, in front of her belly. This solemn gesture reminded Nadia of her brother-in-law, Giorgi, or perhaps of his native mountains; she had seen women from the Caucasus do the same in antique photos as they posed, devoid of joy, in damask dresses.

I must be some kind of sadist, to drag Annika out on this November night, to see those who froze in nameless camps, when she is missing Africa.

Well, even I can’t spend every night with Shakespeare and I can’t let Annika think the weather alone is the worst thing about this country.

Oh, mercy, though. Tonight, I could even be glad to smoke and drink with Giorgi. I’d be Nastya’s gladdest kitchen helper and I’d wolf her schmancy meals. I’d gladly camp out in Daniilushka’s bed and read him tales and calm his fuss while his Mama and Papa keep trying to pen Act II. I think Chernobyl made Giorgi sterile.

“So what are you thinking?” Annika whispered, in English, as she swept in near Nadia’s cheek. She had tea and honey on her breath, which seeped into the general fog of the draughty room. Even the press of live, tearful bodies could not warm it up.

“About my family,” Nadia answered. (They switched to Russian.)

“About your grandparents?”

“Partly.”

Annika nodded and looked at the picture on the wall, as if to offer attention and sympathy to this forgotten man, somebody else’s murdered grandfather. She, like Nadia, was no stranger to the concept of murdered grandfathers.

Annika asked, “Okay, will you visit your Gramma for New Year’s?”

Will we visit her, you mean. Their professors had as much as told them that Annika should stick with Nadia and go meet the heroic Gramma Ninel. The sooner the better, they had seemed to say. Notwithstanding the history of Gramma’s heroism, she inhabited an increasingly volatile part of the Union, where concerts were protests with attendance in the hundreds of thousands. Just a week ago, the wavering appointees in Estonia’s Supreme Soviet had declared some sort of sovereignty, stopping short of independence, and this tuneless prelude reassured no one.

At any rate, New Year’s Eve would fall on the Saturday between the end of classes and the start of the exam session. The same date was also Nadia’s birthday, her nineteenth, but she preferred to keep quiet about that.

Nadia shrugged and studied the toes of everyone’s boots as she shuffled away from the wall. Slush. A painter or a general could maybe love this slush. “My sister…” …ought to be a painter or a general… “…wants me at hers instead.”

“So do half and half, if we don’t have early exams.”

“That would make four days on the train—four days, four nights.” Nadia tried the doors to the Lilac Room and, as nothing barred her, she popped in to view the stained-glass harlequins, the burgundy curtains, and the plaster of the delicate, eponymous hue.

This evening, the Lilac Room doubled as an armoury of camera gear in the care of a photographer’s assistant. He had clamped a pair of curtains over a table to make a tent. When he was not cleaning lenses by sconcelight, he changed rolls of film in the tent—all in the vein of his duty: to ready the spares.

This gofer pretended to ignore the girls whilst he stole a couple of shots of them with the harlequins. Clack, dial-dial. Clack.

Nadia continued, “Somebody has just got to wait, at least till exams are over. What if Mama and Papa can’t make it to Nastya’s? Then it’s four days, six nights if I go to them. I can’t go to Nastya and not see Mama and Papa…” …and maybe Mama’s friend, while he’s in port.

“Go, soon as you can. You’re not a tree.”

“Aren’t I? I’ll send them each a graft of me.” Nadia half-covered her face and, with a cluck, mimed the act of snipping off her nose. “Here’s one with a good, round bud, like an apricot shoot should have.”

Annika shook her head.

“Trust me,” Nadia added. “A friend of mine knows all about fruit trees…” …and knives… “…and what to do with them.”

“Time spent with you is an education, dear Nadia.” Annika studied the harlequins. One wore a cape and floppy hat; he was singing and playing the guitar. Another wore a doublet and bicorne; he was reaching for a lady’s wrist. She was twisting on the dance floor in her mask and feathered cap and cleavage-baring gown, as orange and billowy as a wild poppy. Above them was a stained-glass word which Annika struggled to read, crafted as it was in imitation of old, churchy handwriting. “What does it say?”

“Uh, ‘little playhouse’, you could say, like a little stage clowns would set up in the street.” Nadia nodded and, in her mind, loosely translated Blok’s poem about this sort of stagecraft:


Suddenly a wet clown
 contorts to the footlights,
 wailing, “Save me!
 I’m bleeding out my last
 cranberry juice!”



Annika nodded back. Together, she and Nadia returned to the foyer.

“Are you sure,” Annika asked as she took a last, sweeping look at the high photos, “nothing will come of this, of us being here?”

Nadia shrugged and wiped her nose on her sleeve.

“Okay, come, Nadia,” Annika puffed, “let’s get back where we have our blankets and hot drinks. Then I can help you with your English gardener and you can help me with my Russian nanny.”

“You need to learn patience with our winter. Chekhov says so, sort of.”

Annika linked arms with Nadia. “Yes? We’ll teach each other patience. You start with your four days, six nights, in some combination.”

Nadia sighed into the fog.

They made their way to the stairs while Annika continued, “My mother used to stand in line three hours…” (she held up just so many fingers) “…to get her passport checked by the same soldier every day, before she could take the bus to work.”

I wonder what you’d think of Giorgi’s policing methods. Nadia’s new boots made the parquet creak and they thumped on the carpeted marble of the stairs. They were a sturdy pair of ankle boots, black leather lined in fur felt, with buckles on the sides and broad, thick heels “so that our fearless Nadezhda can look them in the eye in Moscow. Ha.” These strutters, Giorgi had told her, were surplus from the women’s police.

Enough about my family. Nadia imagined the scene: Namibia. Before dawn. Soldier checks passports. She tried, in English, “That must have been a Boer.”

Annika stopped on the next step down and stared back into her roommate’s eyes. “Are you making puns?”

“No.” Yes. Forgive me.

Annika continued downstairs to the vestibule. Her face and shoulders flinched as she pulled on the cold, brass handle and the door burst open under pressure; a squall flew off the River. They stepped out into the clammy, rolling fog and down past the pillars, beneath statues of trumpeters and a laurel bearer, into the muculent grime that eddied and rushed in the streets. “This’ll get worse,” Nadia promised and, as they huddled at a bus stop, it did.

As if an antenna wire had snapped, a sound like heavy static engulfed the bus shelter, hissing and popping countless thousands of times per second on the concrete of the roof and walls. Through the opening, the rain rode in on the wind and poked haggishly at any flesh it could find.

Nadia began to brood. Here we sit on stage, we granddaughters of martyrs, and suffer the spit of the world—no rhythmic applause in this house. Our line is, “Give us what we deserve.” What a howler.

The start of the storm brought more people into the street as they decided to hurry home. The bench filled up and the whole bus shelter became whispery and close, just as the cultural rooms had been. Collectively, the crowd shivered and wiped its cheeks.

Annika sidled Nadia into the corner at the very end of the bench. Leaning in to lay her palms as an atlas in Nadia’s lap, she shared a bit of news about a different hemisphere. “That side,” she said (in reference to that other side of the Earth), “we’ll get the first summer rain any week now. When it hits dry earth, it’s like this, hitting concrete.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, loud and hot like a shower. Then after a good soak, in two-maybe-three days…” (she wiggled three fingers and slowly lifted her hands) “…everything blooms: red earth to a carpet of scrub and wildflowers, yellow and purple and orange.”

This description came out in mixed languages. For confirmation, Nadia echoed back the best part.

“Rain like a hot shower?”

“Yes, one day you’ll see.”

“Hope so.”

“One day … in better days … you’ll go that side and see.” Thus having prophesied, Annika withdrew into her woollen cap and cardigan sleeves and shut her freezing eyes. She told herself that it was partly true. Some scrublands in Namibia were red, some did bloom, even if hers in the North was ungenerously xeric and white, too sandy, too sweatless, to dirty one’s fingers or toes.

A few minutes later, the bus arrived to open its belly. No warmth was to be found in there but at least one’s bum was more comfortable than on the bench. A man, perhaps thrice their age, silently resolved to give them the pair of seats where he had been resting with a parcel. Annika said, “Thank you, Comrade,” with courtesy and rue. He hugged his parcel and studied her for an instant before nodding and moving off.

Meanwhile, Nadia settled into the window seat and began to daydream, first of parcels and then of frosty refrigerators. The bus began to move, the dream turned to refrigerated trucks, and she dropped it in favour of peeping into the office windows all along the route. Still restless, she studied her fellow passengers in fragmentary, faint reflections or in flickering glances as she pretended to fall asleep.

On the way to and round the Lenin Hills, the bus did a regular trade in souls, including the academic, scientific, and artsy varieties who scaled those heights to fill the seats and stages, libraries and file rooms, the labs, the studios, the mattresses, the camp beds set up for winter sunbaths in some south-lit, concrete loft. The whole place kept an intrinsic rhythm, owing more to schedules than to seasons. The keys of flutes and typewriters would move beneath chapped fingers, striving for beauty, for proof, for deadlines.

Near the centre of the bus, a man in a lanky pullover was stretching, rolling his shoulders as he gripped the overhead rail with both hands. He was with a woman who hugged his waist and swayed with him, sometimes nuzzling his chest and sometimes staring up into his eyes. She took a break to look down, lift the hem of his jumper, and clean her glasses on it.

They wore no rings. They might be doctoral students, Nadia supposed. They might be running out of university days and then who knows where each will get posted? He and she have agreed, it is best to wait and see and play the game.

A woman of a certain age edged past these lovers to take the nearest seat. She looked askance, perhaps at or beneath the lifted sweater, and then she straightened a silver medal on her lapel. Red-enamelled words—“For Labour Valour”—underscored the red-enamelled star and silver hammer and sickle. She was flushed. She’s come from an office party.

Stop, stop, Nadia told herself. You must learn to resist distraction; see only your role on the stage.

She gazed off into the night and made herself do breathing exercises.

On the windows, the rain began to form a brittle skin of ice, which sloughed off and slid, over and over, as the next drops pitted it only to freeze anew. Nadia put her fingertips to the glass and felt the cold resonance of the storm.

Sometimes, in crimson war stories, a pair of heroines would sit back-to-back in defence of a frozen foxhole. “No retreat! Not one step!” They would pull the grenade pins and turn away—but only to exchange a kiss—before the Fascists fell upon them. Nadia thought of this just as she touched the glass.

Annika glanced from one face to another in the silent crowd. Her thoughts then also strayed, though not to frozen foxholes.

A stretch of silence such as this—silence but for the weather and the groaning bus—it was not unusual. This time, it lasted the whole ride and longer.

They got out on the east side of campus. The Nuclear Physics building (a vaguely manorial fusion of rectangles) stared into the pelting rain, past naked lindens, across Vernadsky Avenue, at the flouncy dome of the Great Moscow State Circus. Nadia, too, peered at the upended, gleaming bowl as if it hid an extra lobe of memories, secret from herself. Oleg Popov’s wrinkled cap. Beach umbrella. Bullet bra. Flying saucer. Lemon squeezer.

She composed a haiku about the two sides of the street:


Vernadsky splits us
 juicing all the noosphere—
 circus and atom



The traffic light had changed. Annika urged Nadia to run.

By the time they got back to the quad, familiar architectural profiles were half lost in the prickling torrent. Everything had become a clumsy work of pointillism, painted in haste by a numb hand. Mantles of light, pale as shorn lambs, seemed to float off the walls, flake onto the running cobblestones, melt across the reflecting pool, or else sublimate between crystals of freezing vapour that hid the far, hot stars.

A portico embraced them in sudden clarity and they rushed into the dormitory’s lobby like a pair of robbers into paradise.

At the security desk, they showed their passports to a guard who was sucking a lemony lump of candy. With sugared fingertips, he took the booklets, pressed the pages flat, and unfolded a heavy pair of reading glasses to place on his inflamed nose. “What’s it like?” he rasped.

Nadia stared at him. He was a new guy (or maybe a fill-in), so she had difficulty reading his meaning.

“Out?” he added with physical irritation.

“Oh. Turning to sleet.”

His bronchial tubes rattled. He swallowed, set down his glasses, pressed the passports shut, and handed them back.

Nadia and Annika signed the logbook. Annika gave the guard one of her humane glances and asked, could she bring him a pot of tea?

He shook his head.

Gramma, Nadia knew, would have poured him a shot by now. So would Papa, for that matter. How sweet is a son’s likeness to his mother.

As they left this unfortunate, he put another lemon drop in his mouth and rolled it against his teeth.

If a man were porter of hell-gate, sucking the drops would get old fast.

They took the stairs, as always. (Near the start of term, Nadia had received fair warning that she must work on her physique as an actress.) They wove their way upwards and upwards: past balusters, window frames, and doors all varnished in chocolate hues; past broken blisters that exposed grey bricks beneath plaster of light peach. Thirty-nine years’ grunge clung to that lightness, like fevered sweat to bedsheets.

Throughout the halls, countless chevrons of honey-coloured parquet pointed ever forwards and ever back, past the numbered bedrooms, five footsteps from door to door. Stalin (so the stories said) had ordered one bedroom per student until he learnt that the sociable students would prefer to add two or three roommates within those same dimensions.

Sociable people were lucky, Nadia joked to herself as she counted five steps and five. They could go off to sociable graves in the knowledge that their babies would lie in sociable cribs.

They stopped at their floor’s communal kitchen and filled a kettle at a sink that smelt of paint. They boiled the water on one of the two stovetops, where a brown and sizzling residue released a whiff of cheese. They wandered back to the sinks, which floated three in a row, their pipes dangling nakedly, for the kitchen had no counters. They agreed, the first sink was the painty one.

Mugs were in the cupboard. As fluorescent light flooded this world of shelves, a plump, old silverfish fled to the back and into a hairline crack. Annika took a Lomonosov mug, with its scenic view in china blue: clouds racing over the Moscow River, ranks of skyscrapers lining the banks, forming a stately procession in concrete, leading all eyes towards a 36-storey wedding cake, Europe’s tallest building, which in 1949 had won for its architect the Stalin Prize, a building known simply as the Main Building; this was the heart, the valve system, the arterial hub of Lomonosov, the pumper of blood to new brains.

Nadia stood on tiptoe. On the top shelf, at the back, she could see her preferred mug: a hedgehog with a curious gaze and a chipped nose. Some prankster was always moving it up there, just out of her reach. After a moment’s hesitation, she settled instead for a mug enamelled with chessmen in orange.

The teapot, too, came from the chessmen set. With a teabag in the pot and honey in the mugs, they decamped to their room and set up Nadia’s bed for a winter’s picnic and dramatic rehearsal—mugs and scripts resting on books in a woollen field. Nadia’s blanket was a deep green edged with a series of slender, yellow stripes like the first blond hairs on a head of young wheat. Her bed, being a single as opposed to a bunk, was the prime spot for two people to sit.

Against the opposite wall, the lower bunk was unmade. The blanket and the resident had flown somewhere. One of these is probably curled up in a washer-dryer but where is the blanket?

From the upper bunk, Annika fetched her blanket as an extra. Hers was a double-sided pattern of flowering vines, popping out of nowhere in a shade of grape juice spilt on snow or (on the flipside) snow afloat in grape juice.

Out of habit and despite the blinding weather, Nadia closed the curtain. (There was an infamous abundance of optical equipment on campus.) She and Annika faced opposite walls as they changed into pyjamas and jumpers.

Before sheltering with Annika and the two blankets, Nadia double-checked that her oiled satchel had stayed dry inside; then, she set it against the cast-iron radiator, which, from time to time, might manage to warm up as it hummed a few bars over and over. Their clothes lay dripping down the metal and, as the night clicked past, the odour of city rain would come steaming off them in intermittent puffs.

Annika pressed her short fingernails hard against her mug in an effort to feel more heat. To Nadia, those fingertips looked like jewelry, pink chalcedony set in copper, at once rough-hewn and Byzantine.

Annika, through dark eyes and tea steam, studied her roommate of these three months now, smiled, and heard Nadia’s lines. Annika made a rather good Parisian-princess-cum-Queen-of-England, who wanted to put Nadia’s newsy gardener in his place, yet the gardener knew his apricots, his bad news was true, and his post was undeniably more secure than hers.

They were not alone for long.

At nine o’clock, the dormitory attendant did her rounds—a swift and casual sequence, like popping coins into an arcade machine because there was nothing real to buy, nothing to be done about that. The gardener was a bit part, the attendant had a job, and the machines were machines. The periscope of Sea Battle showed what it had always shown, ever since Nadia turned five and Papa took her and Nastya to the new arcade at the Tallinn docks. Torpedoes (little lights) struck ships (little cutouts) with a flash of red in a dim diorama of blue sea.

Scheduled check-ins, sleepless nights, and fucked-up memories of home were everyday parts of dormitory life.

Knock on doors, open doors, knock on doors, open doors…

“A thousand people are drowning,” Mama had said.

“Go, bind thou up yon dangling apricocks…”

“The search is being led by Sokolov,” Grandpa Lev had said in the dream.

“We lop away, that bearing boughs may live…”

Knock on doors, open doors, knock on doors, open doors…

She—the attendant, by the name of Comrade Guseva—came in and asked the students questions but did no housekeeping at all, except to restock a few basics in the kitchen and cleaning closet.

“You haven’t caught cold?” Comrade Guseva wondered when she saw Annika shivering and sipping tea in bed.

Annika shook her head. “No, but thank you for asking. Please, help yourself.” She pointed to the teapot.

“No. Where is Dasha this evening?” was the next question.

“She’s out tutoring,” Nadia replied.

“Are those her panties soaking in the washroom sink?”

Nadia shrugged. “We haven’t seen.”

“Have you been out?”

“Yes, for cold-weather exercises.” Nadia rolled up her sleeves, hunched her shoulders, clenched her fists, and gave her grittiest grin. “I’m playing a man onstage. I conquer Nature; I father Supernature!”

Annika chortled. An empty sound bounced out of her—empty but for tea. “Nadia,” she explained, “plays a gardener.” Definition: gardener, a man who grows plants in a palace cage. Antonym: farmer, a woman who watches a sky of soul-breaking blue. See also: slavery, drought.

“A queen’s gardener. I see all. I tell all.”

Annika concurred by half: “Shakespeare loves a worker’s truths.”

The attendant fingered Nadia’s script and then changed the topic. “You need to clean out the kitchen drain. There’s paint down it.”

“Not our paint,” Nadia said.

“Clean it out.”

“Yes,” Annika promised, “we will tonight.” She glanced at Nadia.

The attendant paused to stare at the anti-drug poster on the wall by Dasha’s bunk. A polychromatic girl hallucinated a giant moth. The floor seemed to slant beneath her as she lay with her joint and needle.

After a moment, Comrade Guseva continued, “The faculty took up a collection, to order you all real coffee for exams.”

“Oh, mercy.”

“That is an act of true collegiality,” Annika said. “This is a good place to be.” Her cold, slender fingers fidgeted around the Lomonosov mug.

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

When this visitor had gone, Annika hissed, “Must you, Nadia?”

“Must I what?”

“Always play the clown?”

“Not always. Never have I always played the clown but…” Nadia shrugged again and finished her tea. “…I can’t let Dasha take all the heat…” …no matter what she’s like. “You could say it’s my form of ‘true collegiality’.”

“Well, Dasha is many things,” Annika supposed, “but I would not say a clown. She is proud, in her way.”

“You’re right,” Nadia agreed, “for someone who is always rushing in, rushing out, clogging sinks, she takes herself quite seriously.”

Annika shook her head and said, “This place, it will kill us slowly.”

“Yes.” Nadia picked up the other script. “On to your nanny?”

“Could we get up early instead?” was Annika’s appeal to reason.

“Oh. Okay.”

“Not if the morning causes you pain.”

“For Dasha, it probably will.”

Once more, Annika shook her head.

“You’re right,” Nadia confessed, “I’m wired wrong for stopping. Do you know the feeling, like you’re turning your back on…” …someone? “…on fate?”

“Yes, Nadia,” Annika said. She took the chess mug, glanced into the silted, honeyed bottom, and went to rinse both mugs. When she came back, she retrieved her blanket and climbed up to her own bed. “Now, I am fated to sleep. I am falling asleep now-now.”

“I’ll be quiet,” Nadia said. “Do you want me to put out the light?”

“Not on my account. I’ll cover my head.”

You’ll snore. Nadia studied a little longer until her prediction came true. Then, from her satchel’s innermost pocket, she dug out a pair of unopened letters, which had ridden last night’s mail train from Kiev, 872 kilometres in a moonlit whiteout. She had been saving them for after-hours. She started with the less full one, a standard envelope with poppies printed on it and police insignia stamped willy-nilly—sometimes bold and smudgy, sometimes faint. Inside was a festive card, minutely painted in watercolour. Grandfather Frost was visiting a rabbit warren to stack presents under the New Year’s tree, while the whole rabbit family looked the other way; they were watching a television broadcast of the Franco-Soviet spacewalk.

Nadia flipped the card to read her sister’s message in small script:

“Little Hedgehog, hello.

“I hope you are staying curled up and warm, with at least a hot drink since you say there’s no prince to suit you, even at Lomonosov, even in winter. Chastity may be good for the brain but freezing is not, so stay warm.

“I don’t have anything new to show for my staying warm. I am faring okay in my studies, looking forward to becoming a butterfly next spring.”

(Here, Nastya had sketched a wolf wearing a graduation cap and looking over her shoulder at a trembling pair of butterfly wings.)

“Come. New Year’s is going to be magical. I promise you more than dinner and fireworks. We’ll watch idiots go ice-swimming. We’ll go sledding down the Pechersk Hills. We’ll see absolutely everything that’s new. Marat says he’ll get us into a studio audience to hear the most brilliant young singer. Not long ago, she would have been banned. He does photos for her, of course.

“Say you’ll come. Invite your Annika. We’ll show her the best of the country. Invite your Dasha. We’ll show her real adventures.

“Your loving, constant Wolfie.

“P.S. Daniilushka and Giorgi are responsible for the envelope. They say no one would dare stop it. They had better be right or I’ll take away their stamps, their ink, and their typewriter once and for all.”

Well, I’ll have to write back tomorrow to save them from that dark fate. Meanwhile, Nastya, let’s put your rabbits safely back in the nest.

The second standard envelope bore the head and shoulders of Gagarin, in his crisp, white parade uniform, with his dimpled grin. Nadia opened him up and extracted a curious little booklet: an outdated catalogue of vacuum tubes, their prices and specifications. She soon realized that it was serving as packing material. Between its cardboard covers and thin pages, it held a few black-and-white photo prints, which she took out one by one. She supposed the letter might come at the end, if at all.

This is a game to wind me up—or else the photographer has advised on the packing. One should always look at the pictures before the text.

Here’s a fine, cold start.

Amid globs of falling snow, a taxi cab was parked opposite the Baroque bell tower at Sophia Square. A woman of twenty-odd, with fair hair pulled back in a braided bun behind her driver’s cap, stood on the slick cobblestones to hold the door and offer a steady grip to an invisible passenger. Tinted glasses, a leather jacket, frayed jeans, and corduroy trainers completed the unseasonable ensemble of an inverted Charlie Chaplin, fitted overlarge across her chest and shoulders.

“Ida, hello,” Nadia whispered.

The next shot, taken from the back seat, showed Ida doing a shoulder check and stroking the wheel. On her pinkie, she wore a band of weathered glass. She was saying something but it was secondary to whatever held her gaze. She had light-coloured eyes with dark limbal rings, a hard contrast that cut through the mellow look of the shades.

For a final frame, late in the day, the camera stared in through the slushy windshield and saw Ida reading a book by the light of the cab’s status lamp—free. The title asked, What Can a Pocket Computer Do?

Captions were on the backs: “Wisdom and GAZ-24”; “Man, look around you”; “What is to be done?”

The silvery images came with a computer printout, folded up and tucked at the back of the booklet. On the slinky, perforated page, a mosaic of marks and letters depicted a nineteen-pointed crown, which framed a concise note of three paragraphs:

“New job, new wheels. What do you think, Little Paw? For you, I let Marat take a hundred pictures.

“I have Oleg to thank for finding me the job. There’s a man who opens doors!

“Rosya was my first fare and I have driven a couple of professors and other types. Will I drive an actress soon?”

The sheet’s upper edge was a mess of ragged punctures. Here, Ida had scrawled, “Tentser says hello and this is what he’ll do to you.”

Nadia shut her eyes and tried to picture Ida and the cat fighting for control of the page. With no photo of his final growth spurt, I suppose I must go see.

After the briefest of catnaps, Nadia remembered the clogged drain. “Fuck. Frozen, fucking fuck,” she muttered as she got out of bed.

Annika continued to snore.

“No, I’ll do it,” Nadia whispered as she slipped into a pair of childish-looking slippers, red felt with white pompoms and rubber soles. They had been an anonymous gift, tagged for Nadia and left at the door. Ha. I am the dorm’s youngest sophomore. Ha. I am the dorm’s smallest of all. She crept out, down the deserted corridor to the cleaning closet, to get a pipe wrench, a bucket, and rags from the ticklish-smelling shelves. There was no bleach but there was a crate of vinegar in square bottles, so she grabbed one of those. “Goes great with painted onion, painted lamb, cuts viscosity, indispensable for tenderness…” Just then, somebody in a room laughed out loud. “You’re welcome, good people. Brush paint and vinegar on your lovers, they will never be so tender, so luscious. ‘How lush and lusty the grass looks!’” she declared as she set slippered foot in the kitchen of a brave new world.


They have made me a daft vessel of words.
 To act, to act, to act, to clean the drain,
 O! father of pipe wrenches, seal-breaker,
 Draw blood o’ this armour! Die, vinaigrette!



Dasha slinked in just as Nadia was struggling to put the pipes back together. An inspection of the threads revealed that one was bent.

“Pass me a good knife,” Nadia greeted her roommate.

Dasha cast about and complied. “I would have done that,” she said as she stood by and brushed sleet from her red hair. Her lips were pale.

Nadia worked at the thread. “What’s the time?” she wondered.

Dasha unscrewed the foggy crystal of her watch. A diver’s timepiece, it was a memento of someone but the gaskets were long gone. “Eleven.”

“Dashy Dasha beats curfew by a snot’s width.”

Dasha stared at this punster-linguist-plumber as if at the Moon. Touching her hair again, she drawled a riposte: “I’m here by choice.”

“When will you build me my apricot tree?” Nadia wanted to know. The threads were finally threading.

“Soon, when I’ve finished a court, castle walls, army camp, seacoast, streets of London…”

“As long as you don’t forget. Some people forget our orchardists.”

“Not you.”

Nadia got up, washed her hands, went down on hands and knees to check for leaks, and got up to wash again.

Dasha edged in and mimed that she wanted to pour vinegar over Nadia’s hands.

“What?” Nadia asked.

“Scrub your nails with vinegar. Then I can paint them for you.”

“Oh, I’ve had enough paint for one night.”

“I can paint miniatures on them: apricot tree, face of William Shakespeare…”

“Another time.” Nadia gathered everything—rags, vinegar, bucket, wrench—and was turning to leave when she remembered a pair of messages. “My sister invites you to Kiev. Guseva says your intimates are in the washroom sink.”

“Okay…”

Nadia paused and attempted to gesture expansively. The vinegar bottle clunked around in the bucket. “I mean, I’m going to Kiev for New Year’s. Come too if you want. Nastya is the best hostess of our generation and her husband’s alcove makes a surprisingly cosy bedroom. You and Annika and I could all fit somehow.”

“Maybe.”

“Oh? Waiting for a better offer?”

“Sort of.” Dasha rolled her eyes.

“Well,” Nadia told her in parting, “if he lets you down, come to Kiev. Go finish your laundry, eh, and don’t wake Annika when you come in. She’ll shatter like an icicle if she moves again tonight.”

Dasha gave a slight twitch, which could have been a smile.




2: Files From an Alcove

Daniilushka lay like a baby seal, his belly and elbows pressed against the parquet as he rubbed his cheeks and tried to envision a masterstroke. His stamps and inkpads populated the sunlit floor like herds around watering holes and, in this patterned land, he was aware of his warm tracksuit, how it blanketed and held him, how it pleased his mother, though he lacked most of her words for the navy blue cotton with white and teal stripes, white corduroy cuffs, and teal corduroy socks. At the edge of the alcove, his father sat on a faded pink sofa and played with a typewriter. Next to the typewriter, on a black table with scuffed lacquer, stood a stack of files, containing no bedtime story.

Giorgi muttered as he scanned a leaf of handwritten notes—not his but from a source of his. They smelt of vaseline and of things trapped in vaseline, an accumulation of clinging things. His new reading glasses were soiled and lay disused beside the ashtray, yet he scarcely needed to see the typewriter as he fed it a familiar form. “My love,” he asked in the direction of the kitchen, “do you know, I have never killed?”

“I suspected you hadn’t,” Nastya replied.

Giorgi blinked a few times to moisten his corneas and he experimented with a change in rhythm for this piece of typing. Once he felt better, he relaunched the conversation. “When I was little, I was acquainted with a chicken. She was a runner. She never let anyone hold her but me.”

“That’s nice.”

“One day, she stopped laying eggs. A granny told me to hold her—to hold her neck straight for the axe. I flatly refused.”

Nastya had come out to set the table. Between clinks of the cutlery, she offered her approval. “That was wise, my love. You could have lost your fingers…” All of a sudden, she was leaning on the back of the sofa to whisper in his ear, “…and I like your fingers.”

“Ha.” With those fingers, he kept typing.

She nibbled his ear and fast withdrew to stir a boiling pot of pasta.

“Mama,” Daniilushka trilled. With one arm, he pushed himself to his feet. He stretched his other arm overhead and waved his creation, as if to stir patriotic hearts.

“Yes?” Giorgi answered. “Will you show me, please?”

Nastya rushed back to declare, “Here comes Mama!”

“Mama,” Daniilushka repeated as he placed his art in Giorgi’s hands, “Mamiko, I, I use … different ink.”

“Four different colours of ink!” the Captain gasped. “One, two…”

Nastya knelt in front of the sofa, stroked her son’s face, and attempted to correct him by pointing. “Do you mean this is for Mama—or for Papa?”

“Deda, Dediko,” said Daniilushka, pointing back at his mother.

“My love,” Giorgi protested, “his Georgian is perfection. He recites both the formal and informal forms…”

“Please, would Papa knock it off?” Nastya asked through poised teeth. “He’s been getting harder to correct for a month now.”

Giorgi shrugged, reintroduced the boy to his “Mama-dediko” and “Papa-mamiko”, and then pronounced the colours in Russian and in Georgian.

Nastya got tape from a kitchen drawer and, when the review of Daniilushka’s work was done, she helped him put it up in the window. He sat in the window seat to admire the glow of the backlit ink—to him, as ethereal as stained glass. Nastya kissed him and went back to the kitchen.

“I set the chicken running,” Giorgi continued, “but somebody shot her. I briefly became vegetarian. I already had a book on India, from the library, with astonishing pictures, and I kept it months overdue so that no one could soil it. I had become fascinated by Gandhi.”

“Was this before or after your cosmonaut fantasy?”

“They were as one, intertwined.”

“How so?”

“I yearned to spread Peace to the stars.” Giorgi took a break to stretch his arms and pop his knuckles. He smiled as he watched his boy’s tender mimicry of the gesture. The window showed a sparse backdrop of bleak winter sky, probed by the icy antennae of other apartment blocks across the way. “Perhaps big dreams will be in Daniilushka’s reach.”

Nastya assured her husband, “The stars rest on your shoulders … for Daniilushka.” At one time, she would have fancied to say …for me.

“Ha. Speaking of … my point, Nastya: even in my duties, I have never killed, seldom drawn my gun, am loath to deal a blow, yet I ask myself whether one day I shall face the dilemma anew.”

From the kitchen, the only words of reply were Plop! and Whoosh! as Nastya dumped the noodles into a colander over the drain.

Giorgi continued, “On the one hand, we have extremists, terrorists, goaded by the West, watching our every move, inciting neighbour against neighbour as they blend in with the punk kids and the angry farmers. On the other hand, Gorbachev rewrites laws by the hour; he is the appeaser of … no one, in the end, and when it all goes amok, his idea is to use soldier boys as police. Half these boys are junkies and all of them have mentally lost the War twice over by the time he says, ‘Come home! Diplomacy wins the day!’ We peel them out of toilets in the subway each night and he thinks they can cool down riots. Nothing is normal since the Army occupied Yerevan. College girls there, they are being checked at gunpoint each morning—this in the name of ‘taking attendance’—and what next, do you think? For practical purposes, they now have fewer rights than … chickens.”

Having finished the jumpy staccato of typing out the form, Giorgi stared at it for a minute. Daniilushka, too, stared at the page (albeit upside-down from his perspective). He felt a flood of fear and, while his eyes were still clear, he looked to his father’s face for some hint of meaning behind the awful words.

Giorgi stood up and began to pace in the vicinity of the dining table. Unconsciously, he nudged the chairs. “Nastya,” he said, “I am going to insist that Nadia stop visiting Estonia. Your Gramma can be moved to Moscow.”

“Good luck, love.”

“I need your support in this!”

Nastya rushed out, with her apron clutched in wet hands. “Shh!” she hissed at Giorgi as she bypassed him to go pick up Daniilushka, who was speaking in frantic sobs. “Shh, shh, shh, it’s nothing. Papa just remembered something, like a bad dream—not really here. Shh.”

He managed, just, to articulate that he had heard Nadia’s name. (Nadia, the absent Nadia, was the best storyteller in his life.)

“Shh, no, Nadia is fine. Of course no one is angry at Nadia. She’ll be back to read you your bedtime story on New Year’s Eve. She might even tell Grandfather Frost which new books to bring to you.”

Take him, Nastya mouthed to Giorgi. She was feeling vertigo for the fourth time in twenty-four hours.

Giorgi complied and silently bounced his son in his arms.

“We’ll be alright. We’ll be alright,” Nastya whispered as she nuzzled Giorgi’s back. “Things up North are not like Yerevan.”

Giorgi still said nothing. Daniilushka was quieting down.

Nastya continued, “There’s no violence in Estonia, only people singing—people like my family and me.”

“People like your family are more isolated and fragile than I would wish.”

“Papa will take you for your nap before supper.”

A few minutes later, Daniilushka was dreaming in his little bed in the room that had once been a closet. Giorgi found Nastya on the kitchen stool. She was perusing the latest file from Gramma.

“What is her news?” he asked in utter resignation as he stood by the stove to console himself with the smell of tomatoes and olives.

“She’s been reading about AIDS.”

“What has that got to do with anything?”

“Oh, my love,” she sighed, “nothing, nothing.” She rubbed his back and kept reading. “She says she’s sending this to everyone: Mama and Nadia and even Ida.”

“She is fond of Ida Ivanova.”

“We’re all fond of Ida.” Nastya put the documents back in their envelope and into a drawer with the scrap paper, hair scissors, tape, plasters, salves, and a multipurpose folding tool. The latter included three types of knives, a bottle opener, corkscrew, fish scaler, nail scissors, and toothpick. “Away from the stove,” she prompted Giorgi. “I’m going to serve. Papa sent something for you.”

Giorgi looped around the kitchen to pick up the little packet, made from the cover of a tear-off calendar and sealed with packing tape. A cartoon bear, Olympic Misha, pranced in a printed pattern all along the tape. The calendar displayed a “Peace and Friendship” slogan, along with a rainbow arching over the North Pole. Handwriting in the Greenland ice sheet read, “c/o Giorgi. A surprise for my daughter and grandson.”

“When did this come?” Giorgi asked.

“Yesterday, inside Mama’s letter with the fabric samples.” (Katya wanted her grandson’s verdict and the measurements of his bed.)

Giorgi flipped the packet to look for more writing on the other side. He found only the equator. “There is no indication of when to open it.”

“Love, if you don’t know, I don’t know.”

“No, no. Of course, dates and occasions are not of such significance to your father. At heart, he is … spontaneous. Shall we open it now?”

“You open it while I serve.”

He went to the dining table and sat at his usual place to begin the slow work of peeling the tape. While serving, Nastya brought him the hair scissors. “Ha. Yes,” he said as he cut the packet’s edge and emptied the contents onto a trivet. Here was a bracelet of acrylic glass set in links of stainless steel; here, a chunky ballpoint pen, likewise acrylic and steel. Each facet in the clear resin revealed a different distortion of the miniatures trapped inside. Pink buds of cherry blossoms, on their slender stalks, emerged from holes in watch gears. Fourteen-spotted ladybirds, with wings like inkblot facsimiles of cheetahs or chessboards, dwelt in communal nests amidst folds of metallic foil, golden or orange. Atop the pen, a tiny crab played a harp made of fish bones.

The work was unmistakably Avel’s. He was a resourceful man and never wasted a prison sentence. His art only got better.

“Let me see,” Nastya murmured when her hands were free. She held up one piece and then the other to the windowlight. “How wonderful—not only the beauty of such gifts but the consideration shown…” Abruptly, she fell into a silent, solemn cry.

“My love, are you unwell?” her husband wondered.

(Between them, the ichor of noodles and stir-fry rose as mist from the table. The meal still needed to cool a little, for Daniilushka’s sake.)

“Giorgi, it’s so sad.”

Giorgi gazed at the flashes of captive sunlight in the foil around the beetles. He also eyed the clawed harpist and the gear-bound blossoms. “You must tell me,” he coaxed her, “how it affects you as an artist.”

Nastya’s eyes widened at him.

“You are sad because Avel must spend another winter in the camp…”

“…with his poor knees,” she added.

“…but there is another part to the surprise.” From his sleeve, Giorgi conjured a folded slip of paper that had been in the parcel too. He flicked it and pressed it flat on the trivet for Nastya to see.

Her father’s handwriting said, “The artist will visit you at New Year’s.”

“How can that be?”

Giorgi juggled with nothing.

“You don’t know?”

“Clemency and, of course, early release,” Giorgi whiffled, “can be granted at the discretion of judicial or high political authorities. Much, these days, is under review and Western activists are known to apply pressure even on behalf of the most savage of predators.”

“You think Avel may have become a human rights case?”

“Why not? His knees, as you say, are…”

…fucked, she wanted to pronounce.

“…poor,” he echoed her sympathies.

Nastya wiped her eyes and decided to accept this explanation. Certainly, it was more pleasant than the thought of Avel ratting on a fellow man or two. “Well, my love,” said she, “won’t Daniilushka love to meet a new friend? A friend with gifts and clever tricks never goes amiss.”
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