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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




The Journal of Nicholas the American


17 February 198—


Papa visited me last night. I am thinking that I may have to hide now.


Once again, someone has discovered us – he’s looking for the family, looking for the pozhar-golava. When I was small, a man came looking for old scandal. He didn’t know that dealing with Fyodor Nicholaevich was like trying to fool yourself. Grandfather (my Papa told me once) had him figured out in a moment; he knew he could lie to him, and he did. No, the Dais were city people, from Petrograd – oh, no, we must call it Leningrad now, eh? The man was a refugee from the Hungarian Uprising in 1957, still new to America. Grandfather snowed him with political talk, but if he had been from the Soviet Union, all the lies would have been transparent.


The search for pozhar-golava was forgotten – obviously our family had nothing to do with strange powers and bloody nights.


When I got home from class yesterday, I knew that Papa was in my apartment, I felt him there as I wheeled my bicycle into the garage. I picked up the vodka bottle that I had tossed down onto the grass from the top of my steps last week when I’d been drinking. My landlady never seemed to notice such things, but I felt guilty.


As I got out my key – I don’t know why I always pretend ignorance about my father’s presence – he was already saying hello in his way.


“Papa,” Is said, and set my texts on the bookshelves inside the door, then carried my package to the kitchen.


“How are you, Kolya?”


“Fine, fine.” I opened the cupboard in my tiny kitchen and took down two glasses.


My father stood in the doorway. “Can’t we talk first?”


I could feel him probing into me. I’ve never been resistant to him, and didn’t want him worming through me. He was lonely. He was afraid of me. All as usual. I couldn’t bear even half an hour of this.


“Please. Drink with me,” I said. I balled up the paper bag and threw it against the wall. He knew I was angry. I’ve told him so many times to warn me about his visits, but, no, he will never learn American manners. I poured us each a glass of vodka and handed him one.


He sighed and took a long swallow. I saluted him. He smiled and returned the salute. We drank and I refilled the plastic glasses. It was warm, I could feel it begin to scrub me clean.


“Have you seen Grandmama lately?” I asked.


“How are your studies?” From his evasion I understood that he hadn’t been home for a long time.


“Some day I’ll finish. Let’s go sit.”


My father and I sat on my bed – or, rather, the mattresses on the floor. I noticed a parcel sitting on the pillow, but didn’t ask about it. He looked tired. Sometimes when I look at him, I think I see the flour of his bakery in the creases around his eyes, in the temples of his hair, but it is only age. My father looks old and tired now.


We drank for a moment, and relaxed.


“Have you been drinking a lot?” he asked.


“No. This is the first time since last week. I have to study, so I stop during the week. It’s quiet here, anyway. The landlady,” I pointed downstairs, “is a mouse. She doesn’t disturb me. I feel good now, things are working out. Maybe next spring I’ll start graduate school.”


“Good,” Papa said vaguely.


“And you? Any new lady friends now?”


“Had one. I think I told you about her. She was too – wild,” he said, using the English word. He laughed a little and drank. “I am not as young and handsome as you, Kolya.”


“Pah,” I said, waving him off. “I don’t have time for that.”


Papa sighed. “Will I never have grandchildren?”


“Listen, all the world needs is more of us.” I didn’t mean to be irritable, but he asks too much. I constantly disappoint him.


“I brought you something.” Papa reached behind and picked up the parcel from the pillow.


I opened the bag and looked in. It was a small book on jade. The covers and pages were slick: inside were black and white photographs, and in the middle, four pages of colour plates. “It’s beautiful, Papa.” I sat and sipped my vodka, looking at each piece illustrated. It wasn’t in this book, either, but Papa knew that. He would buy me every book until we either found it, or were satisfied that we would never glimpse it again, even in a photo.


I went to the kitchen and brought the bottle back. Papa was resigned, he lifted his glass for more. “Do you want to stay tonight?” I asked, feeling glad to have him with me after all.


“Yes, Nicholas, I think I should.”


And the seriousness of his face frightened me. He had brought news – Grandmama? I pulled a cigarette from my shirt pocket and lit it with a book of matches that lay on the floor.


“What?” I said impatiently.


“There is a man looking for us.”


“Oh.” I pulled in a breath of air, I don’t know how. My chest felt crushed. “Who?”


“A psychiatrist, I guess. He called Mama and talked to her.” Papa took another long drink. “She didn’t tell him anything. He didn’t talk to her long, but he asked if he could visit her and she…”


“Wait, don’t tell me anything for a minute.” I reeled when I stood. I hurried to the bathroom and stood over the john and heaved into it. I felt better, but still sick. I washed my face and hands. When I looked in the mirror, Papa was there, outside the bathroom.


“I’m sorry, Kolya.”


“Pour me another.”


“You still have some.”


I returned to the mattresses and stretched out. Suddenly, I was cold. Papa put my jacket over me.


“You see, he was clever. She’s afraid she may have said the wrong things. He wants to visit her.”


“No, not Grandmama. She’s as clever as he is, I’m sure,” I said. I pictured her in her chair, and this man (all I could see was a navy blue suit and a conservative tie) on the sofa. She would be doing needlework, and drinking a glass of hot tea.


“You’re probably right,” Papa agreed. “She worries more and more as she gets older. She said that the man wasn’t sure who he was looking for – the Dal family, but she said she knew no other Dals, that she had never heard of Mikhail Nicholaevich.”


“He knew about Mikhail?” I said.


“Yes, Kolya.”


I wanted to get up and be sick again, but I lay still. I stared at the ceiling for a long while, and soon the sky went dark and also my apartment, and I fell asleep. When I woke the next morning, my father was trying to leave quietly. I didn’t open my eyes to say goodbye to him.


23 February


I must do better. I realized today that my studies have been sinking. Have missed too many classes in past weeks. Well, I attended most of them, but I slept through one and a half last week. I think my literature professor has had enough of me; perhaps it was an over-sensitivity that made me take personally his comments on alcoholism. He was talking about writers when he said, “Not a pretty sight.” And someone in class looked at me. I’ve also lost money by taking a day off from work at the library.


We are already talking about the end of the Wars of the Roses in English history; I don’t remember much about the middle Plantagenets.


Richard the Third came up today. Of course, there was controversy. Dr Estes paced back and forth (oh, today she was gorgeous in corduroy, how I wish I could touch her) and I could sense that she liked having her students argue.


Anti-Richard: that pasty fellow who nearly wet his pants when Dr Park said a kind word about Mao in Far Eastern Civ. last semester. He is consistently anti-royalty, anti-government, so no surprise there.


Pro-Richard: Jack, the Jack who got her grade changed on the first exam when Dr Estes realized that Jack is a woman. At least, that is my suspicion of what they talked over that time after class. A preppie sort, though casual, she dresses in jeans, oxford shirts and loafers. I was surprised to see her being so emotional about something in class. But as soon as Dr Estes mentioned Richard, I looked over at Jack because I felt her snap. She sits right across the aisle from me, has borrowed pens, and once picked up a book I dropped.


Idealists, both of them, but I have to admit that I can smell the blood when I look at a painting of Richard. And his big brother, Edward! Did they really have faces like that then?


Here’s what happened. Dr Estes was speaking in her soft voice, it was sunny and the windows were open. I was rolling my pencil under my palm, idly attempting to stay awake.


“… the traditional history is that Richard had his two nephews murdered, thereby making his way clear to the crown…”


That’s when Jack seemed to jerk, and I felt that she was distressed. Strange, when I looked at her, I noticed for the first time that she had grey hairs in her black ones, and I focused on that for a moment. I have been attracted at times during the semester to her, but she is beyond me in so many ways that I let those feelings pass.


“But Shakespeare, Sir Thomas More, and others in the Tudor era did have an interest in making him a villain…” Dr Estes went on.


The Maoist raised his hand here, and Dr Estes nodded to him. “But, he probably did it. All this garbage about him being a good guy is just romantic bullcrap.”


“Oh, not really!” Jack said, and she looked a little surprised herself that she’d spoken up like that. “Have you read a book called The Daughter of Time? It’s a detective novel that proves Richard couldn’t have done it.”


A detective novel? The woman had courage, but still it was like admitting that you only know of literature from television plays. I was amazed that anyone would say such a thing. Well, that Jack would say such a thing, because I had thought her more sophisticated than that. And then she didn’t even seem embarrassed about it. I was; I was terribly embarrassed for her.


Another student said, “It’s hard to improve your reputation when Shakespeare and a saint write nasty things about you.”


So, everyone seemed to know about Richard but me. I had been slow in reading the text. I felt left out of the argument, though I never say anything in class anyway. I have yet to raise my hand.


“But it was Morton,” Jack said knowingly. “Bishop Morton wrote it, More just transcribed it, and they thought he wrote it. He was just a boy when Richard died.”


“So what?” said a faint voice from the other side of the room. Another giggled. I felt sorry for Jack, but obviously she knew what she was talking about.


“And history has just been carrying it on for centuries.” Jack looked at Dr Estes and her voice was a little quieter. “I read a book that had changed Richard’s motto to make him sound more mercenary. Can’t remember what the motto was, about loyalty or something, and they changed it to make him sound power-hungry. And this was a real history book, warping the words that Richard lived by, not even checking up on it.”


I hadn’t cared a whit about Richard the Third until this afternoon. I had hardly paid much attention to him other than as a fictional character in a play. In fact, I’d never read that one – only seen Olivier’s version on the public broadcast station years ago.


Poor, sick Richard must have been mad to murder his nephews, and I felt this conviction as if someone who really knew was whispering through time into my ear – guilty, guilty, guilty.


Oh, it doesn’t matter now, does it? Who cares? Jack does, and a few other buffs, but the screams of the children are so long past…


I don’t know why I am even thinking about this. I don’t want to.


Perhaps I am thinking about Jack. Felt something in her today. Something strong and lost, and it was like waking up confused after a long sleep. I have been thinking only of myself too much lately. Again.


27 February


English history class again, much quieter today. Dr Estes ticked off dates on the blackboard with a nub of chalk. Richard is in our past again. Now we start on the oddly disquieting Tudors, and I miss the Plantagenets. It seems that the fun is missing from Henry, sickly Edward, Mary, and even to a certain extent Elizabeth. How can the Armada compare with the Crusades? Or Sir Francis Drake with Robin Hood? No more Lionhearts, Lacklands, or Eleanors.


I wish I had been sober the past few weeks. I think I missed something important, and can’t quite figure it out.


It’s all important. I have to remember the time that I first told Grandmama that I was going away to college. She hated that, but I promised her (and myself) that I would make her proud.


I remember that she stood at the window, rubbing a wet circle in the frost and looking out at the snow. It was a good spring blizzard in the Rockies. That’s when she told me that particular story about Mikhail. But at first, she just said “away?” as if that had been the only word Pd said. “Away, Kolya?”


I told her that I didn’t want to work in a factory all my life. I wanted to do something else, such as teaching, something quiet and bookish.


She said, “When it snows like this in Denver, I miss the old house. At home, the family didn’t leave. The old never had to live alone.”


I wanted to go away, yes, not because I didn’t love her, but because I loved myself most of all. I couldn’t stay. When I got up from the chair she knew what I was doing and told me not to get a drink.


“I want you to feel what I am feeling,” she had said, looking away from the winter outside. “I want you to understand what it’s like to be left behind. Come closer and listen to what I feel!”


I hadn’t been able to move. She immobilized me with her anger.


I told her that the university had accepted me, they were going to give me money, and a student job in the library, and it was all planned. I reminded her that we had discussed it long ago.


“I’ll call you. I’ll visit. It’s only a few hours away.”


“That’s what your father said when he left. And he lives right here in Denver. You ever see my Sasha here for dinner, even on Sunday? No.”


“I’ll be better,” I promised.


“Why can’t you go to college here?”


“Because it isn’t what I want.”


“You’re a boy, Kolya.”


“No, I’m not. This is America, and I’m a man now. Just because I don’t have a farm and a wife doesn’t mean that I’m not grown up.”


She laughed at me. How long ago it seems now that she laughed at me, and I was so young that it still hurt for Grandmama to think me foolish. Then she stared out the window again. I remember how cold it was that day; the snow spat out of the sky, hard and bitter.


“Nicholas Alexandrovich,” she said.


“What?”


“I’m afraid for you.”


“Why?”


“Because you … sometimes … you’re so much like Mikhail. You’re so lonely and brooding and you drink too much. Mikhail wasn’t a bad man. The sensitivity ate at him more than the others. He thought about what he knew of others’ feelings instead of just brushing them off, like the others did. I remember that he used to hide Jews in the barn. I don’t know how they knew to come to him, but he always took them in. Nicholas Pavlovich chased them out sometimes if he saw them, but he didn’t always look, even if he suspected they were there. Mikhail would take a chicken to the rabbis to be freshly killed, help them make their beds in the straw.”


I was surprised to hear Grandmama speak nicely of Mikhail. It was like a heresy. No one talked about him when Grandfather was alive. My father had told me about my great-uncle on a camping trip. Later, I realized that it was planned for the telling of family secrets – under the pines, next to a cold Colorado stream. I was only about five years old. My father told me about us.


“Imagine, Kolya, if very few men could smell. Only you, or your family, could smell all of the many things in this world. You would sometimes smell roses, and sometimes dung. But, just because you are the only one that is smelling them doesn’t mean the odour belongs to you. People will give you their emotions without knowing it; remember that you are not them, that they don’t know that you know. Do not confuse yourself with the other people around you.”


He told me about the fire in the head. I had no real idea of what he was talking about. Thinking back on it, I wonder if Papa ever knew the fire himself. He was so mild, but he built boundaries, something I never learned to do. Something most of the family never learned to do; my Papa was different. It took me a long time to understand what happens to us around other people – that day I was much more excited about catching a rainbow trout than hearing awful tales about dead relatives.


I was used to hearing stories about life in Russia. Some are interesting, and I wish I had tape recordings now of my grandfather telling them. Grandfathers Uncle Vanya died while working on the Trans-Siberian Railway. Some say he fell and broke his neck, but a friend of the family told my great-great-grandfather that he had starved to death because he drank rather than spend all his pay on the three bowls of thin cabbage soup they served to the workers. The cabbage was usually rotten.


And there was a cousin who fought in the Great War. He had wandered out in the woods for a breather from his troop and encountered a German soldier, lost, and more frightened of the Russian winter than the enemy. The cousin traded his boots for the German soldier’s gun, shot the German after the trade and took his boots back. That’s how wars are won.


They talked of bad winters and eating famine bread; they talked of good harvests and prosperous times. They remembered little things and kept some of the culture alive in our house, which was a quiet, isolated bit of the old world in the middle of Denver, Colorado.


As I grew older, there was one person I became more interested in, whom I could never ask about. His name was never mentioned until after my grandfather died. Now I had this chance to question my grandmother. “Did you know him well?” I asked her.


She smiled. “I was so young, then. Only seventeen when I was a bride.”


“Did you like him?”


“Oh, yes. He was like a real brother to me. And Fyodor loved him, too.” Grandmama sat down on the sofa, remembering. “Just before your grandfather died, he spoke of Mikhail. Once he caught an old tramp stealing eggs. Then the tramp picked up a shovel and hit Mikhail on the shoulder with it. It hurt him so badly that he couldn’t use his arm for weeks, but the old tramp saw that Mikhail was just a lad and he dropped the shovel. Mikhail told him to take the eggs, and gave him a loaf of bread and some apples, too.”


I asked her why.


“Mikhail was like that. He then gave him a candle. It was a sort of joke somehow to Mikhail, because he said the candle was smarter than the tramp at finding the way in the dark. Just before Fyodor died, he said maybe he would meet his brother in heaven and maybe…”


I remember finishing the sentence for her. She had gotten old and, like old widows, she cried easily. So I said, “Maybe Mikhail would be waiting with his candle.”


Why am I thinking of such melancholy things today?


2 March


It’s snowing.


I stopped at the liquor store and the clerk with the rocky, athletic face was working behind the counter. How I hate him! He sees me too clearly. I used to think that he had the Dal sensitivity, but I could never feel it. I have stopped searching for others like me anyway, but he just seemed to see right through me. He’s ugly inside, so smug and sure that I am an alcoholic. He smells foreignness on me, and once asked me where I was from. When I told him that I was born in St Luke’s Hospital in Denver, he just said, “huh,” and never spoke to me personally again.


I am sitting by my window, looking at the snow piling up on the railing. The weather was warm until last evening, then the clouds came in over the mountains. This is heavy, wet snow. There are three inches of it sitting on the railing, but it is already melting, soaking into the splintered wood. I wonder if I should offer to paint this old house for the landlady.


Feeling lonely. Not much to say.


4 March


Sunday. I worked in the library this afternoon, trying to make up some of the time I had missed. A lot happened because of this and it’s very late at night right now. I can’t sleep though.


Was reading about Henry’s wives, trying to catch up Catherine of Aragon, Mary’s mother; Anne Boleyn, Elizabeth’s; and Jane Seymour, Edward’s. Then no more children for the old goat.


I looked up. The library was busy for a Sunday. Organized students are already getting ready for term papers, midterms. Stacks of books at their elbows, fingers flying over indexes, searching out key words, picking through the card catalogues.


I noticed someone, sitting on the carpet by one of the stacks, one knee drawn up, a book settled on her thigh, concentrating.


It was my classmate, Mad Jack, the one having the posthumous affair with Richard the Third. I have been thinking of her since she unknowingly revealed so much of herself last week. I didn’t like to, but I couldn’t help but watch her. It was so hopeless to want her. Her hand scooted down the page as she read. She was oblivious to the world. What I would give for that peace of mind! Ornette, the other work-study student behind me, was in a rage about her boyfriend, and I was oppressed by that. I could hardly read at all until I’d gone to the john and had a drink. Then, I was sleepy.


I felt sorry for myself, watching Jack read. Here I am, twenty-seven years old, barely scraping by with a ‘C average, just a senior. There was Jack, perhaps twenty-one, the kind of kid on the Dean’s list, probably a junior.


It makes me want to work especially hard to see punk faces getting ahead. I tried to read about Henry’s effect on the Church. I found myself daydreaming about another book I wanted to read instead.


“Hi.”


I was glad I’d fortified myself with that little nip because Jack stood there in front of me, radiating friendliness. I checked her books, glanced at her ID, and figured she was going to do her term paper on Guess Who.


“Have you dropped English history class?” she asked.


“No.” She hadn’t seen me slinking into the back row, late. “Changed seats so I could get more sleep.”


She laughed. “Well, I think it’s an interesting class myself.” She watched me stamp her books. “I can’t remember your name.”


“Nicholas Dal,” I said, pushing her books at her. I got the blood of tyrants on my hands, touching her books. I felt her looking at me. I saw her trying not to smile. I wanted her to go away because she distracted me in the most basic way.


“My name is Jack Berdo.”


I happened to look at her ID again. “That’s not what your card says.” I had always suspected her name to be Jacqueline or some such, but it said Susanne Elizabeth Berdo. This had escaped me on first glance because I wanted to hurry her. But now it was something to chat about.


“Family joke,” she said simply, and put her card back into her book bag. “What kind of accent is it that you have?”


“Russian.”


She liked that. I was doing all right. “When did you come here?” she asked.


“A very long time ago. Before you were born.”


“I see.”


I regretted the deception immediately, but didn’t want to explain it away. It didn’t matter. Of all people, I had expected she might spot the apple pie American in me. No, she was so adjusted that she would be the first to spot the borscht on my chin. She would never go out with me, would she, I wondered? But, she seemed interested. She wanted to talk to me.


“You read very quickly,” I said.


“What?”


“I was watching you.” I pointed to the spot where she had been sitting. “You read so quickly.”


“Oh. Maybe so.” She blushed a little. “I like to read.”


“Yes, so do I, but I can never read well in public places.”


She nodded, understanding in her way. We smiled at each other. “Why are you called Jack then?” I asked, curious.


“My mother’s name is Susanne, too, and my father just called me that from the time I was a baby so he wouldn’t get us mixed up.”


I felt something odd happening to her, as if she were dissolving into the floor. Her face began to change, to droop with worry or depression. It revolved around the word mother, I think. She is more complex that I had given her credit for, and I wanted to reach over and take her arm to keep her from disappearing. She was suddenly no longer there, with me, but was staring at the carpet.


“So, Jack it has been all your life,” I said. “Yes, Jack?”


She returned in a flickering. She nodded. “Well, I tried Susanne out when I was younger, but it just isn’t me.”


“Why don’t we have coffee together sometime?” I suggested.


She raised her eyebrows. “Sure, I’d like to.” The world brightened.


What? I was surprised at how pleasantly she accepted. “This evening?” I pressed, thinking that anything was possible.


“All right.”


“I finish work at five. We can meet…”


“Oh, I’ll just hang around.” I noticed that her hands were trembling just as much as mine as she slid her books off the counter. “Is that all right?”


“Yes!” I said. “But it’s only three-thirty.”


“Then I won’t have to read so fast,” she replied, walking away. She disappeared in the stacks where I could no longer see her.


What have I done, I thought? I always think that I need this kind of thing until it happens. Oh, yes, I have the urges, and I have them often and powerfully, but to invite someone to be close to me always means disaster. I already see the illusions bursting one by one from my mind and her mind; I see myself clawing my way out and away. To ask someone to assume they might grow close to me is a cruelty I can’t seem to keep myself from performing time after time.


Even I get lonely, though. Even I crave a kiss, a bit of affection. And even I can pretend to care in return, as long as I can go away and breathe every now and then.


Don’t ask for more. I’m cold inside because I’ve felt it all. I’m only interested in what is real to me, and the most authentic feeling I ever have is to be left in peace.


Poor Jack. She’s a good kid.


I left Ornette at the desk while I took a break to have a cigarette and a little more vodka from my pocket flask. The warm day hadn’t yet melted the most stubborn snow. The sky was bright blue, the drainpipes were gurgling and cars slushed through filthy streets. The mountains are beautiful on days like this – cold and clear, so close. The sun marked out the textures in the jagged rock and a few solitary pines.


At two minutes to five, Jack wandered back to the desk. I had wandered if she would change her mind and slip out somehow, but there she was. She only looked up casually from beside the security gate as I gathered my books and put on my jacket.


“Would you like something to eat?” I asked her, outside.


“I guess I’m a little hungry,” she said.


“I know a place with good Mexican food. All right?” Then I remembered my bicycle. “It’s in walking distance, if you don’t mind a walk.”


“I have my truck,” she said.


We decided to put my bicycle in the back of her truck and drive, since it was already dark. I got in the truck and pulled out a cigarette.


“You aren’t going to light that in here, are you?” she said.


“Of course not.” I held it, as if that’s all I had intended to do. When we arrived, I got out of the truck and tried to light my smoke in the breeze. I thought it might be handsome, Bogartish, but Jack stood on the sidewalk with her hands in her coat pockets, walking back and forth in front of the tavern door. I got it lit and we went inside.


I was no longer hungry. In fact, I’d had enough to drink that drinking was what I cared most about. She ordered a green chili burrito (why are they little burros, I wondered?). I ordered a bowl of chili. And the usual. This bartender knows me and gave me a water glass three-quarters filled. “The Russian,” he always says, laughing, giving me my drink.


Jack looked at my drink, surprised. She thought it water, I think, until she saw the way I sipped at it. She was too perceptive, too smart and too proper for me. I felt under glass with her and wanted to get the evening over painlessly. I drank my vodka in a gloom of insecurity as she stared around the tavern.


“Well,” she said, “what are you studying?”


“History, but eventually I’m going for a Master’s in library science.”


“In Library science?” She seemed interested. “I’ve never known anyone who actually wanted to be a librarian. I guess it would be fun, working with books all day.”


“If that’s what a librarian does. Actually, it’s a lot of detailed, cataloguing work. Has to be one of the dullest graduate programs. I’m sure I’ll like it, though.” I lit another cigarette. I was feeling safer with her – it was always a good idea to talk about studying, it got conversations going. “And you?”


“Anthropology.”


“Another useful social science, like history. The world is clamouring for more of us.” I was glad to hear it, though.


She nodded.


There was another silence. She said suddenly, “Are you called Nick?”, as if she had been wondering and had just found the nerve to ask.


“Kolya.”


“Kolya?” She smiled. “That’s exotic.”


The talk faltered again. We both looked around at others in the tavern.


I shrugged, not sure what to say next. She has deep brown eyes. Grandmama’s must have been that dark when she was young. The Dals have grey ones, like mine, and I like looking at Jack’s brown eyes.


“What’s your whole name?” she asked.


“Nicholas Alexandrovich.”


“So, that means your father was named Alexander?”


“Yes. He is Alexand– well, Sasha. Like Kolya for Nicholas.” I regretted again having been evasive earlier, when it hadn’t seemed important to make things clear. How would I say outright that I had given her a wrong impression? “What’s your father’s name?” I asked.


“Paul.”


“Susanna Pavlovna,” I told her.


“Doesn’t sound a bit like me,” she said, dismissing it.


The food came and we concentrated on eating. I forced the chili down somehow. Truth is, I don’t like Mexican food, but I like the tavern. Went to the bar, got her another beer and held out my water glass for a little more.


She thanked me for the beer; her burrito was hotter than she had bargained for and she had to wipe her nose a lot. Tears stood in her eyes as she ate, which seemed to embarrass her. She wouldn’t look at me. “Hot, hot,” she said, “but good.”


I didn’t really know what I wanted to do at that point. She could have walked out or gone home with me and it would have left me indifferent.


I didn’t know what to say to Jack. Her moods shifted rapidly, and I felt pressed to distract her from some important pain. It was a lot of work just to sit with her.


As she wiped her fingers with the cloth napkin (everything is red there – the walls, the booths, the menus, the napkins) she said, “Why did your family come to America?”


“Everyone wants to come to America,” I said, seeing my chance. “Actually, I was born here.” There, now things had been put right.


“Oh. What about your accent?”


“We speak Russian at home. I suppose it’s the same as a family one generation from Mexico. I don’t think of myself as having an accent, though.”


“Well, you do. Which language do you think in?”


It stopped me. No one has ever asked me that. My thoughts are so unlike speaking that I had never considered it concretely. “I suppose in Russian. I write notes to myself in it.”


“Oh.” She stared at me quietly, a glint of interest shining in her eyes. I relaxed. She was approving somehow, not as scrutinizing. I can’t live up to the approval, but I smiled at her.


“Have you ever been to the Soviet Union?” she asked.


“God, no!”


“Oh, that answers that, doesn’t it?” She laughed. “I would love to go. In fact, I’m saving money for a trip to Europe. My father is going to help. Maybe next summer.”


“Europe?” I said. “I don’t have much interest in travel myself.”


She fell into an introspective silence. “I hope I can go,” she finally said.


“Why wouldn’t you?”


“Lots of reasons.” Now it was her turn to be evasive. The something I had detected in the library was back. She had a burning wound in her, and it was fresh. Even drunk, I could see it. Her eyes sank, her posture changed, her mouth was tight. She took another drink of her beer.


“That’s not water you’re drinking, is it?” she said. “I thought it was at first.”


“No, it’s not water.”


“You drink a lot?”


“I don’t think so.”


“I’m sorry,” she said, sitting up straight. “I don’t know why I even said that. It’s none of my business. I’ve just noticed the way you are in class sometimes…” She made a flurry of gestures aiming toward an apology, but looking more like nervousness.


I finished my vodka. “I hope that won’t discourage you from coming up to my apartment for coffee.”


She raised her eyebrows slightly. “I don’t know.”


“We can just talk if you like.” I swear that I meant it at that moment. I just wanted to have her company a little longer. I was intrigued by her secrets. I wanted to look at her a little longer.


“Well, all right.”


When we got up to leave, I felt a little unsteady. But I managed to pay the ticket. Jack left a tip. I followed her out to her truck. We’d forgotten to lock up my bicycle, but it was still there. A thief wouldn’t believe such an obvious prize as a ten-speed in the back of a truck, ready to be ridden away, so it had been unmolested. I rolled the window of the truck down, feeling rather closed in.


Jack is a wonderful driver – so confident. Her truck is a small make. Watching her feet working the clutch and accelerator, her hand working the shift expertly, made me feel even drunker. I should have tried to stay a little more sober, I could have studied her, but I still watched her closely.


“Nice to be so near to school,” she said, after I’d given directions.


“Where do you live?” I asked.
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