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Dedicated to people on the road














I


Embryo


Nami, bathed in sweat, holds his gramma’s blubbery hand. The waves from the lake slap against the concrete pier. He hears screams, more like shrieks, coming from the town beach. If he’s on the blanket with his gramma and grampa, it must be a Sunday. There’s one other person there too. Nami pictures three dark spots, the three triangles of a bikini, with a long dark tail of hair hanging down, brushed out like the tail of a horse, and two dark tufts of hair visible in the underarms. The three triangles move slowly in the sun, turning over again and again, until there’s only one. A little way offshore, a catfish lazily flicks its tail.


‘The surface seems lower than it used to be,’ Nami’s gramma says, smacking a fly as it lands on her belly. She chews roasted sunflower seeds, purchased from the stand on the beach, spitting the shells onto the concrete in front of her.


‘What’re you talking about?’ Nami’s grampa laughs. ‘Women’s wisdom—second worst thing in the world, next to a hangover!’



He rocks back and forth as he laughs, hands on his thighs. In one hand, wedged between the dirty, chewed-up fingers, is an unfiltered cigarette.


The three triangles pick up a thermos, turn to Nami, and pour him a cup of mint tea.


‘Have a drink, dove.’ Well, what do you know? The three triangles have a voice. It’s pleasantly deep, like the old well behind their house. Nami takes a drink. The honey-sweetened tea is delicious, sliding easily down his throat.


‘Let’s go, dove,’ his grampa says. ‘You don’t want anyone calling you a sissy. Every boy around here can swim by the time they’re three.’



He runs a hand over his rounded belly. Flicks the cigarette butt into the water, where it lands with a hiss. Nami doesn’t want to go in the water. He wants to lie on the blanket, resting his head on his gramma’s soft belly and watching the three red triangles. He attempts to lift a hand, but it just drops lazily back in his lap.


‘Go on, Nami,’ his gramma says. ‘I’ll buy you a lollipop.’



The cellophane always sticks to the lollipop. You can never get it off. The only time Nami ever gets one is on World Peace Day or when the three triangles come to visit. He doesn’t really like the taste of burnt sugar and violets, but he so rarely gets one that he always looks forward to it and is willing to do whatever he’s asked.


Nami slowly gets to his feet, but before he can fully stand he finds himself flying through the air.


‘Now swim, sturgeon!’ his grampa shouts, bursting into laughter. The three triangles scream. So does Nami’s gramma. Landing painfully on his side, Nami breaks through the surface and sinks down into the dark water. Looking up, he can see the faint shine of the sun in the swarm of bubbles trailing behind him.


His lungs ache, he’s had the wind knocked out of him. The deeper he sinks, the colder the water gets. Nami sinks numbly, arms outstretched, flapping at his side. Any second now, he thinks, he’s going to see the Lake Spirit. The pressure on his lungs grows, his ears feel like they’re about to explode. Instinctively he gasps for breath and swallows a mouthful of water. He can’t see anymore. Waving his arms and legs wildly, he makes his way toward the surface. Everything is black and shiny.


‘Stupid old fool,’ his gramma says as Nami finally catches his breath, furiously coughing up dirty water. ‘You old ass, I wouldn’t trust you with a can of worms!’



‘What’s wrong? He’s fine, isn’t he? You saw the boy swim, right?’ Nami’s grampa says in a defensive tone. His voice is trembling slightly. ‘A true warrior!’



‘Come here, dove,’ the three triangles say from the depths of the earth, wrapping Nami in their arms. One pounding chest on another. Nami settles down and stops coughing. The skin beneath the triangles is warm and bronze and smells nice. The three triangles hold him close, kissing his hair and speaking in whispers. The woman’s hair tickles his face, and she begins to sing.


‘Stop singing to him!’ Nami’s gramma shouts. Nami shudders, then lies still, not moving a muscle. He pretends that he’s dead, that he’s not even there. The singing falls away to nothing but a thick sound with each exhale, like a bell’s vibrations dying down after the clapper has stopped. Nami wishes he could stay that way forever. He steals a glance at the woman’s face, but all he can see is the tip of her nose and her prominent cheekbones. As they’re walking home, Nami faints and his grampa has to carry him.


Instead of passing through the square with the statue of the Statesman and the ditch the Russians bulldozed for people to dump trash in, they take the back way, around the apartment complex.


‘You’re quite a load, boy,’ grumbles Nami’s grampa. His foot slips and he stiffens, barely catching his balance in time to avoid a fall. When they reach home, Nami gets his lollipop. He licks it more out of obligation than enjoyment while furtively keeping his eye on the three triangles, which meanwhile have changed into a blue-and-green flower-print dress. As soon as he has the chance, he reaches out to touch it, and is rewarded with a wonderful smell.


That evening Nami has a violent fit of nausea. His stomach contracts uncontrollably, ejecting torrents of dirty water, mint tea, and lumps of sheep cheese blini. The blue-and-green flower-print dress strokes his forehead, holding his head while he vomits, wiping his mouth and whispering in a soothing voice. ‘Shh, dove, everything’s going to be all right.’



The next morning when Nami wakes up, the blue-and-green dress is gone. He takes a sip of black Russian tea and throws it back up immediately.


***


Nami grew up surrounded by the smell of fish, so he never really noticed it. The small town of Boros has a sturgeon hatchery and, right next door, a fish processing plant. Alea, their neighbour, works in the fish factory. Sometimes she comes over to sit on their stoop and brings a bucket of caviar to trade for a sack of potatoes. Then Nami eats caviar every day for breakfast and dinner. He sits over the bucket, scooping it up by the spoonful until he’s sick to his stomach.


‘You ate it all?’ asks his gramma.


Nami lowers his eyes and stares at the floor.


‘That’s all right,’ she says. ‘Caviar is the healthiest thing in the world. After ginseng!’



‘And after a good fuck,’ says the old man with a grin from the corner of the room. He rubs the corner of his eye with his thumb, gripping an unfiltered cigarette between his index finger and his misshapen middle finger.


‘Grampa, you should be ashamed!’ Nami’s gramma chides him. But she’s grinning too. She fries a batch of blini and slathers them with butter. ‘You eat like a VIP,’ she says, smiling at Nami as she fills his plate. Nami likes caviar, but he feels like that can’t be all there is. He hopes that something more meaningful lies in store, but at four years old he doesn’t have the words yet to express it. He crushes the little black beads between his teeth, absently picking at the scab on his knee.


His gramma has a big lump on her tailbone, broad bony hips, and a soft tummy Nami likes to fall asleep on. She strokes his hair with a hard, dry hand as she tells him stories about the Spirit of the Lake and the warriors of the Golden Horde, who sleep in Kolos Mountain, waiting until the great warrior comes to wake them up.


‘Will that be me?’ Nami asks.


‘Of course it will, my boy,’ his gramma smiles.


‘But how will I find them?’



‘Providence will show you the way, dove.’ Nami hears his gramma’s words and peacefully drifts off to sleep.


***


It’s Fishery Day, the biggest holiday of the year. The whole town gathers on the square around the statue of the Statesman, the children dressed in snow-white shirts, boys with colourful neckties, girls with bows in their hair. Akel the vendor, who normally sells herring and sunflower seeds from his stall, also has cotton candy and luscious doughnuts, soaked in burned fat. Today is the day when none of the fishermen go out on the lake because they’re all celebrating. By eleven a.m., almost nobody is left standing on their feet; they have sacrificed too mightily to the Spirit of the Lake.


The chairman of the fish processing plant gives a long speech, singing the praises of progress and collectivization as he shifts his gaze from the lake to the sky and back again. A man with a shaman’s headdress on—though nobody mentions him, as if he weren’t really there—dances around the statue of the Statesman. The Russian engineers and their wives, standing in the first line of listeners, are dressed in big-city fashion; the women in high heels, leather purses over their arms, hair brushed high. The local women speak of them with contempt; sometimes they even spit. One of the small Russian boys, despite the dumb look on his face, is an object of admiration, riding back and forth across the square in a squeaky pedal car. Nami can’t take his eyes off him. He grips his gramma’s sweaty hand, crossing his legs; he badly needs to go pee. In one hand he holds a parade waver shaped like a fish. His grampa stands next to him on the other side, swaying unsteadily, head drooping; every now and then he loudly smacks his lips. They hear the sound of thunder, or maybe gunfire from the Russian barracks. The Russian engineers and their wives look at one another in disgust and shake their heads. Nobody has been listening to the speech for a while now. The women converse in a lowered voice, but no one leaves, out of courtesy. They all have their minds on the banquet that awaits them in the fish processing plant: blini with caviar, herring in mayonnaise, onion tarts, blackberry wine for the women, and plenty of hard liquor for their men. Nami can’t stop watching the green pedal car, cruising over the bumps and potholes like a tank. He tries to look away but can’t. Even when he shuts his eyes, he still sees the car. His insides ache, squirming with envy.


‘Can we go now, Gramma?’



‘Soon, just hold on.’



‘How much longer?’



‘Just a little while.’



For a five-year-old boy, a little while is practically an eternity.


‘Gramma?’



‘What is it now?’



Nami doesn’t say a word.


‘You peed yourself.’



Nami’s grampa wakes from his snooze and glances around uncertainly.


‘The boy peed himself,’ Nami’s gramma whispers, elbowing the old man.


‘Idiot,’ he rasps.


A stain slowly spreads across the front of Nami’s shorts as a stream of urine runs down his thighs. It thunders again, this time with lightning too. Wind whips the last few pages of the speech the factory chairman still has left in front of him, and without further warning the sky rips open, gushing water like when Nami’s gramma empties out the washtub. As the women’s hair collapses, blue make-up streams down their faces in hydrologic maps, their high heels slipping in the mud that has suddenly formed on the square, but the chairman of the fish factory goes on speaking. The statue of the Statesman silently raises its arms to the sky. Nami is instantly soaked to the skin. All that’s left of his parade wand is a wooden rod and streaks of red paint on his arm. The square has turned into a ploughed field, people sunk in mud up to their ankles and losing their shoes. The boy in the pedal car gets stuck in the mud and starts to cry. Nami’s grampa tips back his head and lets the rain fall on his face. The square lies on a slight slope, so it doesn’t take the boys long to realise the mud is great for sliding in. Akel desperately tries to keep his stand from slipping away downhill. Doughnuts tumble off the counter, dropping in the mud.


‘It’s the Apocalypse,’ Nami’s grampa mumbles, beginning to sober up.


Water continues to pour from the sky, gradually filling the boy’s pedal car. The microphone gives out entirely, but the chairman goes on speaking. It’s like a silent comedy, except for the roar of the rain and the thunder, which every now and then strikes so close by that Nami’s gramma twitches and looks toward the lake in terror. The shaman slowly walks away, gripping his headdress. Then, following his lead, the crowd hypnotically stirs into motion. The factory chairman lowers his arm holding the microphone. Water runs down the collar of his jacket, down his shirt. He gazes accusingly at the sky. Nami can’t help himself, overcome by uncontrollable laughter, giggling like a madman. His gramma rolls her eyes at him, but Nami just laughs even more, still laughing hysterically as his gramma drags him home by the hand.


Nami doesn’t stop laughing until they cross the threshold of his house. His gramma slaps him across his sopping-wet thighs and his laughter finally stops, but he still hiccups long into the night.


They caught a lot of fish that year.


***


Sometimes Nami wakes up in bed in the morning with the sun shining into his eyes. It must be vacation, or his gramma would have woken him up. It’s probably warmer outside than indoors. From the kitchen Nami can hear his grampa’s smoker’s cough and the horn of a tugboat in the distance. He throws his arms and legs wide on the bed and stares up at the ceiling, where bunches of thyme and lady’s mantle are drying. He feels like he could spend the rest of his life like this. If he sits up in bed, he can see all the way to the lake. He stretches out and puts on his clothes. On the kitchen table he finds a plateful of doughnuts waiting, fried for breakfast by his gramma. They’re only lukewarm now. He runs outside, determined to build a hideout in the branches that will last—not like last time, when the whole thing fell apart and he got a scrape on his back.


The only tree for miles around is a cherry tree with a reddish-brown trunk that got struck by lightning, now half its branches are withered. Nami drags over a few large boards of various length and thickness. As they slip and start to fall, he has to tie them together with rope. He tries to nail them in place with his grampa’s carpenter’s hammer, which weighs at least ten pounds. The tree groans, the branches shake, and the boards resist, sliding away. The nail runs clear through the board into empty space.


‘Fucking hell!’ Nami screams, throwing the hammer to the ground.


‘What are you doing up there, boy?’ Nami’s grampa bellows, stepping out of the outhouse. ‘Lucky for you you don’t have a father, you miserable brat, or he’d tan your hide!’



Nami stops and thinks a minute, wondering what it would be like to have his hide tanned by a father. He actually likes the idea.


‘Our only tree and he goes and wrecks it. As if he hasn’t done enough damage already,’ Nami’s grampa hollers in the direction of his gramma. She stands with one hand propped on her hip, the other one shading her eyes as she searches for Nami.


Nami sits on the ground now, behind the toolshed, breaking rocks. He lifts the heavy hammer high over his head, then brings it down, closing his eyes. He repeats the motion again and again, till streams of sweat run off him and the stone turns to dust. He finds it satisfying. He stares in amazement at the palms of his hands, which have broken out in huge blisters.


He tosses the hammer into the grass and runs down to the lake to wash off the dust.


‘C’mere, you little runt! I’ll hammer you like a nail!’ his grampa shouts after him.


Nami keeps running. He knows his grampa will never catch him.


***


‘I don’t know, but it seems weird to me, having the fish processing plant right next to the hatchery,’ Nami’s neighbour Alea muses. ‘I know fish’ve got little brains, but still. It’s like putting a graveyard next to the hospital where babies are born, don’t you think?’



‘Pour us some more chardonnay, boy,’ Nami’s gramma says, sitting at the table. Nami tops up their shot glasses with potato spirits. His gramma runs a hand over the plastic tablecloth, breathes a sigh, and stares off into the distance.


‘Not a lot of em either and they’re dyin like flies,’ Alea goes on. ‘What?’ Nami’s gramma replies absently. Today she and Alea are rolling dough for bureks, one sheet after the next, coating it with a layer of butter, then laying another layer on top. Instead of a rolling pin, they use a three-foot-long wooden bar, like the one they have in the school gymnasium.


Nami’s gramma huffs and puffs, setting her hands behind her hips and stretching her back.


‘The sturgeons,’ Alea says, visibly annoyed.


The house is painted blue, with a white roof. The door is made of hard black locust. The roof has a hole in it. When the weather’s nice, it lets in sunbeams; when it’s raining, water. Little snakes live underneath the old floorboards, but they’re harmless, vanishing into the cracks at the first sound of footsteps. Nami’s gramma says they keep good luck in the house, and pours milk into a dish for them.


The house sits on a little hill, with a view overlooking the lake. From the front door you can see the boats sailing back into port. There’s just a single step up to the stoop with the railing. Nami’s gramma likes to sit there and watch the men return home. Elbows propped against the table, she knits, embroiders, slices vegetables for dinner, peels potatoes, pits cherries with a hairpin, receives visitors.


‘I don’t like the look of it,’ she says wearily. Heavy clouds are gathering on the horizon, where the lake comes to an end. That usually means a storm on the way.


‘Don’t be so gloomy!’ says Alea. ‘More chardonnay, Nami. We get those clouds from the east here every April.’ The old lady sighs, sprinkling lumps of sheep cheese onto the layer of dough.


‘Look, the Spirit is frowning. He’s still angry.’



‘Be quiet.’



‘That wasn’t enough.’



‘Shush!’



‘He still wants more!’



The sky above the lake looks heavy as lead. The ponderous clouds cover over the horizon like a fat old man atop his wife on their wedding night. Nami gathers snails from the garden and stacks them in a pile. He calls it snail school, pairing them up on benches and frowning as he scolds them for giving the wrong answer. Sometimes he even uses a cane.


‘I’m worried, Alea,’ Nami’s gramma says softly, hanging her hands at her side. ‘Me too, you old goose,’ Alea says, giving her a hug. Hanging on each other, the two women form a sculpture, squeezing each other as hard as they can, trembling—how many times have they done this before?


Someday, someone will make a statue of the fisherman’s wife, shading her eyes as she gazes out to the horizon; whole throngs of women, their right arms taut with muscle from constantly gazing out to sea.


‘Go fetch the shaman, Nami!’ his gramma calls to him.


‘You’re not going anywhere, Nami,’ Alea says. ‘Your gramma’s drunk.’



Nami rubs his hands on his thighs, awaiting further orders.


‘They’ll come back like they always do, silly. Don’t get hysterical,’ Alea says, patting Nami’s gramma awkwardly on the wrist.


As Nami’s gramma pulls the burek out of the oven, the first drops begin to fall. The two women chew the buttery dough in silence, peering out the window through the torrents of pouring rain.


Upstairs, Nami lies on the floor in his room, drawing in a notepad with his grampa’s purple-ink pen. The rain pounds the windowpanes as the sheet covering the shed flaps loose in the wind. Nami has the transistor radio on, tuned to the same program he listens to every evening. A soothing female voice recites the twenty-four-hour weather forecast for sailors and fishermen. In a rich, full alto, she recites the wind speed and expected rainfall and cloud conditions for each individual part of the lake. She announces gale-force winds of 10 on the Beaufort scale with the same steady voice as she does a breeze rustling the leaves in the trees. Nami finds it calming. He lays his head down on the floor and goes to sleep. When he wakes up in the morning, the sky looks swept clean and the sun is blazing hot. His body feels like it’s broken and he’s starving. As he goes downstairs to get breakfast, he looks at his hands and discovers they’re covered in purple ink. There’s a candle burning on the kitchen table, and his gramma sits in the corner, leaning her back against the wall, staring wide-eyed straight ahead. Nami’s grampa, Alea’s husband, and six other fishermen are missing.


***


Nami sits on the pavement at the bus stop, feet protruding into the roadway.


‘What’re you doin?’ Alex asks. Alex is Alea’s son. His father died out on the lake along with Nami’s grampa. Alex is red-haired and freckled, just like his mother.


‘Shootin Russkies,’ Nami answers calmly, wiping his nose on his sleeve.


A Russian jeep drives past, stirring up dust in its wake. A Russian man, smoking, frowns behind the wheel. As he passes, Nami hefts an imaginary machine gun, narrows one eye, and sprays the jeep with bullets, from right to left, then back again.


‘You wasted him.’ Alex nods approvingly and sits down next to Nami. ‘Clean job!’



There isn’t much work to do. The road is oversized and traffic is light, apart from Peace Day and Fishery Day. Occasionally a truck passes by on its way to the fish processing plant, or a piece of heavy equipment headed for the port. A few Russian jeeps, a bus a couple of times a day. A flock of sheep walking east in the morning, then back in the afternoon.


The two of them work together now, Nami firing the machine gun, Alex throwing hand grenades. Crouching down before each explosion, they triumphantly high five when the result is spectacular, with bits of gear and human bodies flying through the air. Nami spits with satisfaction. The ball of phlegm hits the ground and rolls, gathering dust till it comes to a stop at a pair of red tennis shoes.


‘Keep shooting Russian cars and not only will you get your asses kicked, but they’ll put your parents against the wall,’ says the head above the sneakers. It belongs to a girl from that new girls’ school on the square. She is probably about the same age as them—nine or ten—and has a big yellow bow in her hair.


‘I don’t have any parents,’ says Nami, narrowing his eyes. 



The girl stares a moment, then shrugs and walks away.


‘I’d fuck her,’ says Alex, giving an approving nod.


‘You’d fuck your own gramma,’ says Nami, spitting into the dust again.


They watch a half-loaded container ship as it sails out of port.


‘I was up all night puking,’ says Alex in a jaded voice.


‘Did you swim in the lake?’ Nami asks.


‘Yeah, all morning.’



‘I always puke after I swim.’



The girl with the bow is no longer in sight. The sky rumbles, and a moment later three fighter planes pass overhead. The boys take aim with their virtual weapons and gun the jets down from the sky. Then spit approvingly in the dust.


***


On the hill above the port, on either side of the dirt road, are the fishermen’s houses; at the end of the road is a stand selling herring and another with sunflower seeds. In summer, the guy with the cotton candy comes and rents out the former pub at the end of the street. The homes are solid, brick, mostly one-storey; only a few—including the one where Nami and his gramma live—have a second floor. Fishermen’s Lane, they call it, and it’s the town’s unofficial heart.


West of Fishermen’s Lane are the institutional buildings—outpatient clinic, house of culture, post office, school—and the homes of the other inhabitants, erected with no apparent plan. Little of the town is arranged into streets, with buildings cropping up in random and often surprising formations. On the east side is the housing estate for Russian engineers, with the notable square and the statue of the Statesman. Still further to the east lies the woods, which has had to be partially cut back due to construction, and then the barracks.


You can hear the accordion music and drunken shouts all the way from the housing estate. Built for the Russians, the housing estate consists of a few prefab apartment blocks arranged at right angles, with built-in vodka cabinets in every flat—or at least that’s the rumour—a shopping centre with a cinema, and a hotel with a swimming pool. A swimming pool! The statue of the Statesman looms over the concrete square. Enormous bras and bloomers of indeterminate colour hang side by side with colourful linens, drying on lines strung crookedly from metal poles embedded in concrete amid the prefab blocks. The uniforms on the line flutter in the wind, from time to time pausing mid-flight to respectfully salute the statue of the Statesman.


‘The Russians’re celebrating. We’re in for another whoop-de-do night,’ Nami’s gramma sighs, rubbing camel fat into her cracked heels. ‘I just hope they won’t start shooting again.’



‘They won’t,’ Nami says. ‘Those are the engineers in the housing estate, not the meatheads from the barracks.’



‘Same difference. Pour me some chardonnay, dove.’



‘Gramma?’



‘Yeah?’



‘My bones hurt, especially at night. It keeps waking me up.’



‘Which ones, dove?’



Nami runs his hands over his shins. ‘Here.’



‘Have you been getting up to no good? Under the blanket? Have you? Because if you have, the pain is a punishment.’



‘Come on, Gramma.’



‘I’m just asking.’



‘Gramma, that’s embarrassing.’



‘Embarrassing or not, I won’t have you getting up to no good as long as you’re under my roof. Take the comfrey salve down from the shelf and rub some of that on.’



Nami gets up and pours his gramma a shot. Then searches through the jars on the shelf.


‘This one?’



‘That’s axle grease, you dodo. Next to it, over there … in the purple box maybe … try that.’



‘It stinks like a sore foot.’



‘That’s the one.’



Nami spreads the foul-smelling substance over his shins and slowly rubs it in.


‘So you know for sure this’ll help?’



‘You’re as cheeky as your grandad, dove.’ Nami’s gramma nods, then pauses for a moment. ‘Nobody ever tells you how sad you’ll be without them,’ she says with a dramatic sigh.


Nami frowns. The smell of the ointment is numbing. ‘He was always being rude to you. He beat you constantly. Last time he knocked your tooth out, remember?’



She waves dismissively. ‘If he walked in that door right now, I’d offer my face and ask for one more.’



Nami shakes his head but keeps his thoughts to himself, noticing his gramma softly crying and wiping the tears from her face with her dirty fingers.


‘There’s nothing worse than being by yourself,’ she sobs. Nami’s gramma often gets emotional, and enjoys it, so Nami takes it in his stride. Besides, being by himself is his favourite thing in the world.


‘Poor thing. At least he’s in the lake and not lying out in the desert somewhere.’



‘Gramma, where’re my parents? How come I don’t have a father and mother like everyone else?’



His gramma doesn’t hear.


‘Gramma! Where is that lady who came to the lake with us that time when Grampa threw me in and he was trying to teach me to swim? She had a red swimsuit and she held my head when I threw up.’



His gramma defiantly tosses her head, the same way Nami sometimes did when the teacher asked why he didn’t have his homework. Then studies the backs of her hands, speckled with tiny blooms of eczema.


‘Sounds like a dream to me. But maybe our neighbour Alea. She sometimes used to come swimming with us.’



‘No.’ Nami shook his head. ‘Alea’s fat and redheaded and stinks of fish.’



‘Time to go to bed,’ Nami’s gramma says. ’You need to get to sleep so you won’t miss school tomorrow. I couldn’t even wake you this morning.’



Nami sighs and gets to his feet. Bends over and rolls his pants back down over his shins. His gramma can see they’re too short—they barely come to his ankles—but doesn’t say anything.


‘And wash your mouth out with soap, you impudent loudmouth,’ she calls after him.


***


He sees the girl with the yellow bow on his way home from school almost every day, although sometimes the bow is blue or polka-dot. They both lower their eyes as they pass to avoid looking at each other. Nami’s throat clenches up a little every time.


‘I’d bet my boots she’s a good fuck,’ says Alex. Nami as usual ignores him. He buys a bag of roasted sunflower seeds from Akel’s stand and sits down on the pavement at the bus stop, spitting the shells onto the road.


‘Hey, studs,’ two older boys walking by call out to them. They go to a higher grade in the same school and already shave. All of the mothers and fathers in Boros want their boys to do well in school and attend the naval academy, but most of them are dimwits and end up on fishing boats just like their fathers.


‘Hey, studs, you up for a fuck?’ one of the older boys asks, flicking a cigarette butt across the street in a well-practiced arc.


‘Depends,’ Alex says in a guarded tone, blinking nervously.


‘How bout you,’ says the jerk, giving Nami a kick in the foot. ‘I bet you’ve never even fucked, have you?’



‘Course I have. I fucked your mother.’



The other jerk laughs.


‘All right then. If you want to miss out on the fuck of your life …’ the first jerk says in an irritated voice. His whole face is just one giant zit.


A dry afternoon wind blows off the desert as they make their way through the little town. The camels bray. The sun is hot and their foreheads are covered in sweat. They walk through the Russian housing estate, past the fish processing plant, the dry docks, and then head uphill into the gypsy quarter. The area is deserted, except for an old gypsy woman smoking a pipe with a scarf on her head in front of a wooden shack.


‘Gypsy girls, huh?’ Alex whispers knowingly. Nami moseys along in the back, hands shoved in his pockets. The jerks grin eagerly, exchanging winks.


‘That’s it there,’ says Acne Boy, pointing to the one brick house on the lane. It has an entry gate, but no fence.


‘Hey!’ the other jerk shouts. A red-haired dog asleep on the stoop warily raises its head, then jumps to its feet.


‘What, are you guarding the place, you hairy fleabag piece of shit?’ Acne Boy laughs.


The dog starts ferociously barking, then comes after them.


‘Run for it!’ Nami shouts, and the four of them go sprinting back down the gypsy lane. The two jerks jump onto a wagon parked in front of a hut, laughing like maniacs, while Nami and Alex keep running, the dog white with rage ​​at their heels. The old gypsy woman calls out after them, but Nami’s afraid the dog is going to tear a hole in his pants and his gramma will go out of her mind.


Alex turns to look back and trips.


‘Shit on a stick!’ he cries.


In an instant, the dog is on top of him, front legs encircling Alex’s thigh, humping his back and copulating with Alex’s calf.


‘Nami! For God’s sake, get him off me!’ Alex cries. The dog, no longer barking, tongue hanging out, mechanically bangs up and down with a brain-dead look on his face. Nami stops and watches, feeling sorry for his friend. The two jerks are laughing so hard they have tears running down their faces. One of them cracks up so hard he actually falls out of the wagon.


‘How’s that for a proper fuck? Nice one, right?’ he shouts, bursting into giggles.


The dog finishes its business and trots off a few steps, standing there staring at Alex with the same brain-dead expression still, tongue out, panting fast. Nami throws a stone at the dog, who lets out a bark of pain and surprise and runs away. Alex gets up and walks to the other side of the lane, dragging his mated leg behind him as if it didn’t belong to him.


***


Sometimes the two jerks lay in wait for Nami on his way to school. They’re a head taller than he is, but Nami is faster. Usually he outruns them. When they do manage to catch him, though, one of the boys holds him tight while the other one gropes his crotch. Then they let him go with a kick or two, just for good measure.


‘Faggots!’ Nami calls after them, dusting off his pants. ‘Dog fuckers!’



The day Nami discovers the first whisker on his face in the mirror, he determinedly shaves it off with his grampa’s razor and cuts himself. Now running late for school, he has no choice but to pass through the housing estate, where the two jerks are waiting. They stand, legs spread, in the middle of the dusty road, hands in their pockets, wearing tough looks. The school is in sight, but too far away.


‘Fuck off, faggots. I’m in a rush!’ Nami cries. He speeds up and tries to run between them, but Acne Boy sticks out his leg and Nami goes sailing through the air, landing on his forearms and painfully scraping them. Before he can get up, Acne Boy sits on his back.


‘Get off, fuckwad. I’ll be late for school.’



The older boy lies on top of him, excitedly whispering in his ear. Nami can feel his warm breath on the back of his neck.


‘Get off me, faggot. Your breath stinks. I think I’m gonna puke.’



‘Come to the nonstop tonight, baby boy, and we’ll try to guess which one of the regulars is your dad.’



‘Piss off.’



‘Your mother fucked them all.’



‘I don’t have a mother, moron.’



‘What?’



Acne Boy is so confused he loosens his grip on Nami.


‘What the fuck’re you talkin about?’



Nami slips free and jumps to his feet. But Acne Boy still has his notebooks. He swings the bundle back and forth in front of Nami’s face, taunting him.


‘I don’t have a mother, moron,’ Nami repeats with a triumphant smile.


Acne Boy turns to the other jerk in disbelief.


‘You hear that? He thinks he doesn’t have a mom.’



His jerk friend lets out a braying laugh.


‘So how do you think you came into the world, big brain?’



‘He probably fell out a camel’s ass.’



‘Either that or mitosis, from somebody’s dick.’



Nami just stands there, unsmiling.


‘The moron doesn’t know.’



‘Nope, he hasn’t got a clue.’



‘Someone oughta tell him.’



‘Faggots.’



‘Your mother was such a bitch she let every guy that had a cock stick it in her hole.’



‘Retards.’



Nami grabs for his notebooks and Acne Boy relents. It’s over. Nami sees the doors close as he walks up to school, but he’s no longer in a hurry. He sits down on the stairs in front and scrawls in the dust with a stick. Both his pantlegs are torn at the knee.


***


The nonstop is a concrete hut that looks more like a transformer station, which is what it used to be. A few broken ceramic insulators remain on the wall, clipped wires still sticking out. Only the first three letters light up in the neon sign reading nonstop. The door is always open, with strips of rubber hanging from the top to help keep out the flies. Inside, it smells of stale alcohol and moisture-laden tobacco smoke; outside, of hectolitres of excreted urine.


Evenings, when the sun stops beating down on the arid land and sinks behind Kolos Hill, and the wasps are no longer a nuisance, the men emerge from the nonstop with their bottles and cheap tobacco and occupy the plastic tables out in front, with holes burned in them from forgotten cigarettes.


Nami starts to visit the nonstop regularly. He sits on the ground among the clumps of dry grass, chewing sunflower seeds and spitting the shells into the wind. After a few days the men invite him to join them, and old Karal buys him a shot. Nami drinks it down, then proceeds to entertain the men, slurring his words and reeling around the room, until he trips over a beer crate and falls.


‘That’s how my camels died,’ Karal sighs when he finally stops laughing. He spreads his eczema-disfigured hands wide. ‘Just like that: they stuffed their faces with grass, started reelin around, then dropped to the ground and never got up. Took a few days, chokin and bellowin like they were wounded. Had to cut their throats to put an end to it.”



Karal falls silent and wipes his eyes.


‘Grass is soaked in salt,’ says one of the men. ‘Makin the livestock sick.’



‘Fifty camels, can you imagine?’ Karal starts in again. ‘Had a dowry for all my daughters. Now I’m bare-assed broke.’



Silence falls over the group. The men look in the direction of where the port used to be and sip liquor from their cups. Glowing dots flare in the dark as the men draw on their cigarettes.


‘Fish plant stopped hirin too,’ says an old man with one eye.


‘Fish plant’s been lettin people go for two years now, smarty-pants. Hatchery’s likely shuttin down for good.’



‘Boy,’ one of the men says, turning to Nami. He’s still on the ground, looking up at the starry sky swaying unsteadily overhead. ‘Hey, boy! Go grab me some herring down at the stand!’



Nami slowly rises up on all fours and vomits. The vomit runs away through the dirt between his hands.


‘My camels were pukin just like that!’ shouts Karal.


‘Whose boy is that?’ asks the barkeep, coming outside and leaning against the door frame, folding her arms. She wears a widow’s black apron, unruly white hair spilling down around her fleshy face.


‘Marina, bring me another bottle,’ calls one of the men, but she ignores him.


‘Who do you belong to, boy?’



‘Hey, boy, bring me some kippers!’ one of the men shouts again, then breaks into a cough.


‘Fisherman Petr was my grampa,’ says Nami, wiping his mouth. A silence descends.


‘He’s the son of that tart,’ says Karal. Nobody says a word still, but a few of the men clear their throats.


‘C’mere,’ says the barmaid, extending a fat hand to Nami. ‘Come inside. Your gramma will be worried. Here, come in, have a seat.’ She more or less forces him into a chair inside the nonstop. A dim light shines from behind the bar and a poorly lit portrait of a saint. The music playing softly from the radio makes Nami’s stomach lurch again.


The barmaid pours him a glass of water from the tap, sprinkles in a pinch of salt, and stirs.


‘Here, drink this. How old are you?’



‘Fourteen,’ Nami lies.


He takes a sip and spits it back out. ‘Yuck, that’s disgusting!’



‘Just drink it. You’ll feel better.’



Nami downs the glass. Despite the utmost revulsion, he manages to keep the contents in his stomach.


‘There. Now run along home, dove. Your gramma must be worried.’



‘You know my mom?’



The woman stands up straight. The men outside are yelling. The old man with one eye stands in the doorway amid the strips of rubber, asking what’s going on.


‘I did. Beautiful girl, like she was made of porcelain.’



‘What happened to her?’



The woman shrugs.


‘You know!’



‘Take it easy. I have no idea what happened to her. But she probably went to the city, what else?’



‘What city?’



‘The capital. That’s where everyone goes. Boy, you’ve got the same brain as your grampa had.’



‘I do not!’



‘Well, just don’t throw up in here.’



Nami starts to gag again. He gingerly gets to his feet, holding onto the table.


‘What’s her name?’



‘Look, ask your gramma.’



Nami frowns.


‘God keep you,’ she says quietly as he makes to leave. ‘Such a strong, healthy, young boy. You should get out of here while you can.’



By the time Nami gets home, all the lights are off. He checks the henhouse door, urinates off the stoop, and slips quietly into the house. His gramma snores loudly, interrupted by long apnoeic pauses.


***


A Russian flotilla rusts in the bay: two battleships, two destroyers, one tanker, a fireboat, and several smaller boats belonging to the coastguard; apart from a single minesweeper, bafflingly perched on its end amid the dry mud, they all lie on their side. The dead fleet no longer holds any interest even for the children in town. They’ve crawled all over them, inside and out, what’s the big deal?


On their annual field trip to the museum, the sixth graders walk past the wrecks without even noticing; they’re as much a part of the landscape at this point as Kolos Hill or the statue of the Statesman with his arm raised in the Russian housing estate. The museum no longer interests anybody either. The school goes there every year on field trips from first grade up, but only because it’s the only memorable sight in Boros, as long as you don’t count visits from the circus, which, however, are unpredictable.


There, among the photographs of fish harvest festivals, with the whole village gathered in costume to celebrate, among the portraits of chieftains in traditional dress of fine leather with their favourite camels in embroidered bridles and a shabbily stuffed bear, Nami caught a familiar scent, the light aroma of wild oregano and honeydew melon. The bow, today a bright turquoise, drifting past the exhibits of traditional weaponry, of spears and harpoons of yew wood, scratches at the eczema on her hands and surreptitiously glances in his direction. Nami feels something akin to a deep longing, the aching, heart-wrenching desire of a stallion. The girl smiles at him and he quickly lowers his gaze. Searching the room for Alex with his eyes, he finds him where the largest crowds always gather in the museum—at the archival photographs of the original fisherwomen, who fished naked, using harpoons, and proudly displayed their catch on the pier. Every time he went on a field trip to the museum, Nami’s gramma would wink and tell him to see if he could pick her out in the picture. He was always sure she must be pulling his leg, since none of the statuesque, well-endowed girls in the photo at the museum looked even remotely like his corpulent old gramma.


‘Nobody fishes like this anymore,’ the museum guide recites mechanically. ‘Nowadays we have much more modern and efficient technology. Collective technology! Does anyone here know why they made their spears out of yew wood?’



They all know. They’ve all heard it before many times. It only makes them all the more determined to keep their mouths shut.


‘In any case, the fishing harvest in Boros has grown fifty times over in the past fifty years. That means we catch fifty times more fish now than your grandmothers used to catch,’ says the guide, nodding her head up and down like a windup toy. She smiles wearily.


Nami’s eyes search for the girl with the bow, but he no longer sees her in the spot by the wall. For a second he has the feeling his heart missed a beat, but then he realises how much freer he feels now that the girl is gone, almost as if someone had untied his hands.


‘C’mon,’ says Alex. ‘Let’s go outside. We can tear the legs off spiders or something.’



‘Fifty times,’ the guide repeats like a broken record.


Nami and Alex slink out of the museum, housed in a small building with flowers in the windows, which is reminiscent of a switchman’s shanty, except for the large sign on the facade reading t wn seum. It’s one of the few brick buildings in town that anyone still bothers to whitewash occasionally. The two boys lean against the wall between the windows.


‘Fuck spiders, that’s kid stuff,’ says Nami. Alex, nodding solemnly, pulls a cigarette from his breast pocket and lights up.


‘Who’d you nick that from?’ says Nami, giving an astonished laugh. Alex, trying to look important, takes a puff and holds his breath, trying not to cough.


‘Temptation’s temptation, you know how it is,’ says Alex, who is a good half a head shorter than Nami. Nami doesn’t say anything, rubbing the eczema on his wrists.


‘Did you hear about that thing that was born?’



‘What thing?’



‘That kid with three hands. To the chairman of the kolkhoz. His wife, I mean.’



Nami notices a fine, reddish growth of hair on Alex’s upper lip.


‘I thought it was a kid with no legs.’



‘No, that was last time. Want a smoke?’



‘That’s okay.’



The two of them stand staring at the cluster of mining towers on the horizon. They look like dead trees.


‘My mother got fired from the fish processing plant,’ Alex says flatly. He draws up a gob of phlegm from his throat and hawks it far in front of him.


‘Hm. What’s she gonna do?’



Alex shrugs and purses his lower lip. ‘Beats me. Something’ll turn up, right?’



Nami nods.


‘Should we go back in?’



‘Fuck that.’



‘Yeah, fuck it.’



They stand there a long time, leaning against the museum wall, gazing silently into the distance.


‘That girl,’ says Alex, clearing his throat after a while. ‘That girl said for you to come meet her tonight at the port. I almost forgot.’



‘What girl?’



‘What girl do you think, genius. Guess she’s got an itchy slit.’



‘Jerk.’



‘I would totally fuck her.’



‘Well, I’m definitely not runnin all the way down to the port for her.’



***


The ships now sit so far away from the original port that the children have made a soccer field between the high tide line and the original port. The surface is on a bit of a slant, so whenever you pass the ball it tends to roll toward the water. It’s impossible to run without stirring up dust, and every once in a while, someone’s foot plunges through the stiff crust of sediment. Abandoned concrete piers covered with rotten algae jut from the hardened sand and mud, trash litters the ground beneath the mooring rings. The only pier that runs all the way to the fishing boats themselves is wooden; every six months the fishermen extend it a few metres further, so they won’t have to walk across the parched lakebed with their fuel canisters and baskets of fish, and to give them somewhere to tie up their boats. A few small barges are scattered across the exposed lake bottom, their cracked hulls visibly decaying in the sun.


Nami lies on the dry grass overlooking a concrete pier, at the top of a hill where years earlier the Russians erected an antenna for interplanetary communications. At that time it was still taken for granted that they would fly to other planets, establish settlements, and hopefully join forces with the extraterrestrials. They even learned about it in Nami’s school, but eventually the teachers stopped talking about it. The concrete pedestal was graffitied with symbols clearly meant to represent genitals, and the huge parabolic antenna bent a little closer toward the ground each year like a wilting sunflower. The paint was peeling off the ribs on the back of the dish in long, dark-red strips.


Nami lies twirling a blade of toxic grass in his mouth. The sun hangs low over the horizon, casting lengthy shadows. The dust filling the air covers clothing, chokes nostrils and lungs. A grungy stray dog creeps up through the grass and lies down near Nami. He has a large bump over his right eye. Nami flings a stone, chasing him away, and the dog trots off to lie down again at a safe distance.


Nami, glancing down at his hands, decides they look untidy and begins cleaning the dirt from underneath his nails. Peering off toward the city, he sees the girl on the road. The golden aureole of dust rising up around her makes her look a little like a spectre or a ghost. Nami goes on cleaning his nails, pretending not to see her. His mind is made up to let her pass without a word. His bowels are constricted and his stomach aches the same way it does after swimming in the lake.


The girl catches sight of him and shyly raises her hand in greeting. He nods. The girl agilely pushes off the concrete wall and swings herself up. Walks through the dry grass toward Nami, flip-flops slipping in the dust. She sits down next to him.


‘You’ll get your dress dirty.’



She waves her hand dismissively.


‘Seems kind of silly, ​​wearing a white dress around here,’ Nami says, feeling like he’s choking. He starts to cough. ‘What with the dust and all,’ he explains.


The girl clicks her tongue at the dog, who starts slinking toward them through the grass.


‘Don’t do that. He’s nothing but fleas and ulcers.’



‘I feel sorry for him. Look at how alone he is.’



The girl is sitting to the west of Nami, so he can see the fine hairs covering her neck and arms turning gold in the sunlight. He rolls onto his belly.


The girl clears her throat. ‘Ehem, ehm. I’m Zaza.’



‘Nami.’



‘I know.’



‘Really?’



‘Of course. Everyone knows who you are.’



‘What do you mean, everyone?’



‘Are you kidding?’ says Zaza, looking a bit startled.


‘Oh, never mind. It’s just that that time I saw you at the bus stop … oh, whatever, it doesn’t matter!’ He spits out the blade of grass and plucks a new one. He hopes she doesn’t notice that his fingers are trembling.


‘You’ve got nice eczema,’ he adds in an offhand way.


‘What do you mean?’ Zaza frowns.


‘Just like most people’s is all red and puffy, but yours is like sort of … rosy. It’s cute.’



‘Oh.’



‘I hope you don’t take it the wrong way.’



‘I rub it with lard. But it doesn’t seem to help much.’



‘I heard there was a baby born with three hands.’



‘Yeah, there’s two-headed lambs born all the time, but three-handed babies? We haven’t had that before,’ Zaza sighs. ‘As soon as I finish school, I want to get out of here.’



He nods. ‘Maybe we could go together.’



Zaza smiles and nods.


‘So I’ll come back tomorrow, okay?’



‘Okay.’



Nami watches her walk away through the dusk. It’s all he can do not to reveal the geysers of joy erupting inside him. Beyond the dry docks in the distance, he sees a home surrounded by piles of junk and a man in a diving suit moving around the garden with a dancer’s grace. Nami tosses his head. The antenna’s wires flap against the corroding dish in the wind. Maybe the aliens were finally transmitting a message. Nami concentrates on the rhythm, but he can’t decipher it. His erection is still there.


***


Alex brings over something from the Russians, pages torn from a colour catalogue. There are women in underwear, smiling into the lens and pursing their lips. He trades it to Nami for a box of flare gun cartridges that Nami found in an unlocked army jeep. From the outhouse behind his gramma’s house, all Nami can see through the round cut-out in the door is the patch of land where he carts the privy’s foul-smelling contents each year in spring. The outhouse itself is full of cobwebs and old newspapers. Inside, Nami leans against the dirty wall thinking of Zaza, with one hand holding the pictures of plump Russian women in underwear, with the other masturbating, when suddenly he hears a screech.


‘You can’t see!’ cries the baker’s wife as Nami’s gramma bumps the back of her hand into the basket while they’re peeling pole beans together. The purple beans go rolling across the table covered in colourfully patterned linoleum.


‘Shh!’ says Nami’s gramma, glancing around with a look of alarm. ‘I can still see well enough to mend nets and take care of the boy. And besides, I happen to know you have a limp, so you be quiet.’



The baker’s wife just frowns, silently polishing the beans in the folds of her apron. Finally, after a long pause, she says, ‘You’re blind as a mole.’



‘Try to say another word and I’ll strangle you with your own scarf, you shrew,’ hisses Nami’s gramma. The baker’s wife is on the verge of tears behind the loose wisps of grey hair falling down over her face, but she goes right on stubbornly polishing beans. But after a moment she stands up and bursts into tears, pouring her share of the beans into her apron and walking out without a word.


That same evening, Nami’s gramma trips over the stoop and fractures her hip. Weeping in pain and softly cursing, she drags herself off to bed, which is where Nami finds her. ‘I’ll call the doctor,’ he says, starting for the door, but his gramma yells that she would sooner break his legs than have a doctor look at her. Nami sits on the stoop, torn as to what to do. He’s afraid to leave in case she gets worse, and afraid to go back in with her swearing and moaning in pain. He squeezes the fine dust up between his bare toes, piling it into heaps, and sinking dry stalks of grass into them. There’s a wind starting to pick up. Nami sits on the stoop late into the night, then quietly steals inside.


‘Give me a drink, boy,’ his gramma whispers, and an icy chill comes over him. It sounds as if her voice is coming from beyond the grave, and she looks that way as well. Pale as a freshly whitewashed wall, she props herself up on one elbow, and even in the dark he can see the sweat glistening on her forehead. Nami pours her a ladle of water out of the bucket and watches as she gulps it down. There is a smell of illness and old age coming off her. Nami sits on the floor all night by his gramma’s bedside, teeth chattering, sleeping only on and off. He wakes up every time she moans, though she is still silent for too long. When, toward morning, he finally manages to sink into a deep sleep, he is woken by the sound of loud male voices, followed by a pounding on the door.


Four men enter the house: the local doctor, the kolkhoz chairman, the school principal, and a fourth man, in a traditional shamanic headdress, but none of the other mention him or address him at any point. The baker’s wife stands in the doorway, so agitated that she can barely breathe.


‘What is it, dove?’ Nami’s gramma moans from bed. Her eyes shine feverishly.


‘What is it, Grandma? How come you haven’t gotten up yet? Did you decide to sleep in today?’ the kolkhoz chairman jokes. He has sturdy shoulders, a swollen belly, and a shrunken behind.


‘I guess I overslept,’ Nami’s gramma replies, her voice like a grater.


‘All right, Granny, let’s have a look,’ the doctor says firmly, rolling back the duvet. He turns away as the stench of illness and sweat hits him in the face. However, he quickly recovers, adopting a benevolent expression as he leans in to examine Nami’s gramma. He looks in her eyes and throat, then takes her pulse and temperature. When he touches the site of her fracture, she just hisses and bravely endures it. The man with the shaman’s headdress remains standing behind the doctor’s back.


‘How old are you, Granny?’



‘Fifty-four,’ she whispers.


‘No no no!’ the baker’s wife shouts from the door. ‘It’s been ages since she was that old! Liar!’



The doctor nods and gives the kolkhoz chairman a furtive wink. Then they all withdraw to the stoop, leaving only the man in the shaman headdress standing at the head of the bed. Nami sits quietly at the bedside, holding his gramma’s feverish hand. It feels the same as the time he caught a bird and the little creature’s heart was practically beating out of its chest.


‘What’s wrong, Gramma?’ he whispers.


She gives no answer, breathing choppily in and out.


‘Gramma?’



‘Get me out of here, quick,’ she whispers.


‘What? Where should I take you? How?’



Nami hears a dark murmuring as the man in the headdress starts shifting his weight back and forth from foot to foot, singing and waving something over his head that looks like a gnawed bone.


‘What is it, Gramma?’



Suddenly, as the shaman’s voice rises in intensity, Nami’s gramma starts to moan and howl like a wolf. Nami, plugging his ears in an effort to block out the cacophony, starts to rock backward and forward. As the wailing continues without let-up, he jumps to his feet and dashes out of the house. As he flies out the door, he slams into the baker’s wife on the stoop. She staggers, bumping into the metal handrail and grunting heavily. Nami runs out to the garden and into the toolshed. He breathes in the smell of diesel fuel and counts to twenty. Then, picking up his grampa’s carpenter’s hammer, he proceeds to break several items, including a smoothing plane, some wooden wedges, and stakes for growing pole beans.
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