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            Foreword

by Jon McGregor

         

         The Bridge Over the Neroch opens in 1972, with one of Leonid Tsypkin’s narrators, who are all versions of one of Leonid Tsypkin’s selves, emerging from the Moscow Metro into the ‘blinding July sun’ and noting that the Moscow Metro smelt the same in 1936 – a smell that he doesn’t describe but which I imagine as some combination of warm, damp air, a metallic odour like the taste of pennies, with a vague underlying sense of soot and grime – preoccupied by the thought of all the people in the metro carriage he has just left growing older, marrying, arranging meetings and hurrying home with their purchases in a shopping bag before disappearing from the memory of those who have seen them, disappearing altogether, the ‘crowds sauntering along the wide streets during holidays’ also all disappearing, this idea of sudden or eventual disappearance underpinning Tsypkin’s personal history and understanding of the world at large, haunting his thoughts and his writing, the writing to which he dedicated all the spare time of his tightly constrained life, writing that would be discovered two decades later by Susan Sontag, emerging from the warm, damp, sooty air of the London Underground at Charing Cross and picking up from outside a second-hand bookshop a slim paperback by a little-known Russian writer, finding herself blinded by the light of what she will later come to call one of ‘the most beautiful, exalting, and original achievements of a century’s worth of fiction and parafiction’, in an essay that accompanies the 2001 reissue of that short novel, Summer in Baden-Baden, a novel written in dizzyingly viiilong and digressive sentences that seem to represent something of the mental state of this most twentieth-century of writers, trapped as he was by his family’s experience of the Holocaust and by the anti-Semitic repression of the Soviet empire, a novel whose reissue Sontag was largely responsible for and that she championed, a copy of which this writer reads in a hectic daze while crossing Poland and Belarus and Russia by train, emerging from the Moscow Metro one bright July evening in 2004 to fall into conversation with an elderly man both well-dressed and obviously down on his luck, a man who is not Leonid Tsypkin but carries somehow a Tsypkinian air, who has many things to discuss and an elegantly accented, almost professorial way of discussing them, including the writings of George Orwell, the woeful state of Russian literature, the best restaurants in the neighbourhood and the restaurants one should avoid, the numerous benefits that could be made of any delicious pennies that might possibly be spared, and the idiots who had refused to read the manuscript he was lugging around in a white plastic carrier bag, an almost fantastical final detail given that the image of the unread manuscript is so central to the story of Leonid Tsypkin, a man who spent his entire life writing only for the drawer, dedicating – according to his son, Mikhail – every evening after work to a dogged writing and rewriting of his sentences, anxiously striving for the achievement that Sontag and others would eventually recognise without ever daring to show those sentences to anyone, such was the threat posed by the Soviet authorities to writers and especially to Jewish writers, not daring even to circulate his work as underground samizdat, waiting to smuggle those manuscripts out of the country until his son and daughter-in-law emigrated in 1977, this emigration being both the vehicle for his eventual publication and one of the two great personal losses in his life, as described in the closing scene of the second novella in this collection, Norartakir, with the ixhaunting image of the parents watching from their balcony as the son walks across the boulevard and into the piercing autumn wind, ‘a stooped figure wearing a nylon jacket and carrying his suitcase’, disappearing behind a tree and then reappearing, and then disappearing again behind a trolley bus which carries him away and out of their lives, this loss appearing almost as a footnote to the recounting of a couple’s visit – riven with bureaucratic humiliations and paranoias – to Norartakir, in Armenia, while the other loss, the slow death of his father, is threaded through the background and occasional foreground of The Bridge Over the Neroch, the title novella in this collection, which is both a memoir of that slow death and of the era of war and anti-Semitic persecution his family narrowly lived through (which is to say that some of his family narrowly lived through it, the fifteen-year-old Leonid and his parents smuggled out of Minsk at the last moment in a lorry full of pickle barrels), these greater and almost unfathomable losses running beneath everything in these stories, happening in Tsypkin’s telling almost in passing, out of frame, coming briefly into focus in parenthetical asides made all the more striking by dropping unannounced into the middle of a long description of a stamp album, or a pair of binoculars, this being Tsypkin’s central technique, and his gift, and his compulsion, the thing he laboured over during all those long evenings that his son Mikhail has described: to digress, endlessly, anxiously, as though rushing – as his narrator does in Norartakir – ‘from one side of the lane to the other’, incidents blooming one from the other as though all things were now and forever happening, the trains always pulling up in the sidings at the camps, the card-playing guards getting up one more time to adjust the dials on the pipes before returning to their games, and Jesus, as in the astonishing sequence that makes up the third chapter of Norartakir, ‘God Is With Us’, still and forever looking down from his cross through fly-encrusted eyes at the disciples xin their fishing boats, the marching crusaders crossing the hills, the priests at the head of the torchlit pogroms, the careful stepping down from the trains of the patient Jewish families with their well-packed suitcases and bags, a sequence that will stop your breath each time you read it and which is only one among the many that are layered upon each other in this collection of stories and novellas that have only by a series of chances made it from Leonid Tsypkin’s drawer and out into the world, into the typescript that this writer now finds himself reading on Line 4 of the Paris Métro towards Montparnasse, worrying about missing his connection and wondering if the smell of the Paris Métro in 2024 is identical to the smell of the Moscow Metro in 1972 or 1936, or the smell of the London Underground in 1991, when Susan Sontag was first reading Tsypkin’s work, or of the New York Subway in 1982, when Mikhail Tsypkin – who would settle into a long American career and can now be found on Instagram, posting mostly photos of his dog, Toby, and occasionally his son, Leo, both of whom have large, puppyish eyes – first took the smuggled manuscript pages of his father’s work to the offices of Novaya Gazeta, the Russian émigré magazine who would publish Leonid’s work for the first time on 13 March of that year, the news of the publication reaching Leonid and his wife Natalya just seven days before Leonid Tsypkin died of a heart attack at his writing desk, a death that his son can have no way of foretelling as he inhales those identical metallic and sooty smells of the metro, clutching on his lap his father’s manuscript, wrapped carefully in a white plastic carrier bag.
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         The smell of the metro in 1972 is identical to that of the metro in 1936, and for a second I experience the same feeling of irrational, trenchant joy that I did then, in 1936; it seems to me that right now, when I rise to the surface, I’ll be under the same blinding July sun near the Sokol metro station. I don’t remember why I was there, I only remember the blinding sun, the tall, new buildings I’d never seen before, and the burning, cold taste of an Eskimo Bar—Moscow is the only place they have Eskimo Bars, nowhere else, they’re almost synonymous with Moscow. However, for some reason, I can’t remember the faces of the people who sat in my train car, rode up the escalator, and walked down the streets: What did they look like? Who did they look like? Like heroes from the films Circus or Jolly Fellows in overly wide ties (back in fashion again now) and baggy trousers, their naïve, good-natured faces filled with belief in a happy future, or like Natalya Rozenel, in a long dress with short hair, and wideopen eyes spinning in amazement? I exert my memory, but in vain: there are no faces, no suits, no people. What is it—my forgetfulness or the forgetfulness of history? And will my neighbors in the subway train of 1972 and I disappear in the same way from the memory of the schoolboy in a nylon jacket sitting right across from me now? He already has an almost fashionable haircut, and I can make out the features of a youthful student in him, tall and thin, sweeping their hair out of their eyes with a casual movement of the head like this entire generation—I see his features when he is no longer a student, but a 4husband, a newlywed with a wedding ring and a string bag in hand, hurrying home with his purchases; and just like me, he will disappear from the memory of those who will see him, and for a moment I imagine all the people filling this car—worried, carefree, having just left a woman or traveling to a rendezvous, discussing the morning planning meeting, riding with sketches, folders, synopses, with lawyer’s briefs typed on twenty-two pages—the lawyers’ pencils follow the lines and underline particularly important places that should be emphasized during the hearing. For a moment, I imagine all of them lying in identical poses: their arms crossed on their chests, their heads arched back, their faces yellow, wax-like. All of them, as though on command—some sooner, others later—will disappear, leaving nothing behind, and the crowds sauntering along the wide streets during holidays will disappear in the very same way, and sometimes I imagine that they are all riding with me in one car—bipeds dressed in suits, with briefcases and purses in hand.
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         The hunchbacked road of lustrous cobblestones descended steeply to the river. A pudgy, short-legged adolescent boy with unhealthy circles under his eyes rode a bicycle along the very edge of the pavement, hugging the sidewalk. His heart pounded in his ears like a hammer, and he touched the brakes with his foot; rumbling wagons passed him, but he felt that he was racing along at incredible speed, passing everything and everyone, and that’s the way it would seem to him his whole life, because his pride would never allow him to acknowledge his weakness. Descending safely, he rode on to the wooden bridge with a victorious expression. Below him flowed the Neroch, a narrow little river unmarked on any map, even the large-scale ones; the boy found this a bit insulting, because, even though by summer’s end, rusty tin cans and broken bottles covered with algae jutted out of a trickle of water, in the spring, the river flooded, inundating the municipal park and even the little houses behind it; the current became powerful, and the dark water almost reached the bridge; large chunks of ice crashed against its piles, causing the bridge to shudder. Trees torn out by the roots floated down the Neroch, as did beams and boards. At that time of year only the Volga—which the boy had never seen—could compete with the Neroch. Having crossed the bridge, he turned left and, pushing the pedals, drove up the street to the incongruous building, resembling an ancient castle, that housed the Opera Theater—just a few days ago on the square, in front of the theater, where the local fops rode bicycles, sometimes “no hands,” with only a 6barely noticeable movement of the torso—just a few days ago, his mother’s first cousin, Tusik, had taught him to ride the bicycle. Tusik ran, holding the bike with one hand on the seat and the other on the handlebars, pouring sweat, because it wasn’t so easy to keep a bicycle with a pudgy boy in a state of balance—he had to take on his weight and push him straight, so that the boy and the bicycle didn’t crash into him; and he kept on repeating the same thing: “Pedal, Gavrila,” though the boy wasn’t called Gavrila at all; but the boy heard something rakish in this cry, something that put him on equal footing with Tusik—like men understanding each other—and he pedaled industriously. The bicycle began to acquire more independence so his teacher was no longer supporting the vehicle, but simply holding it by the seat, and occasionally the boy even felt like this was a hindrance, so he turned the pedals even harder, and for a short moment he completely escaped all oversight—the teacher was just running alongside, and the boy couldn’t believe that he was riding by himself, without anyone’s help, as though he’d suddenly flapped his wings, risen up, and taken off—and he felt a combination of terror and sweetness at this scalding, sudden independence, which threatened to end in a crash. He looked back—Tusik wasn’t running or even walking, he just stood there, his figure grew smaller and smaller every second, and with his arm he made a movement that meant “turn faster!” Losing his balance, the boy flew onto the asphalt, scraping his knees, which bled, and Tusik ran over, helped him get up, and it started all over again. Tusik was tall—at least he was the tallest in the family—with straight dark hair that easily strayed over his forehead, and calm, deep-set gray eyes in which something reckless occasionally appeared: his grandfather had been a Don Cossack, whose photograph was preserved in a gold locket that Tusik had inherited from his mother; the boy loved to open it and look at the photograph: the Don Cossack had a long, bony 7face, and mustaches like Taras Bulba, and his light eyes were even deeper set than Tusik’s. The boy was very proud of this kinship, although no one in the boy’s family had ever seen the grandfather—his daughter, Tusik’s mother, had been obliged to convert to Judaism in order to marry, and the Don Cossack, not very happy about this fact, never visited. Tusik’s parents had died when he was two or three years old, and since then he’d lived with the family of his aunt, the boy’s grandmother: she loved Tusik more than her own daughters, at least she said so, maybe because of his calm, agreeable disposition, or maybe because, since he was an orphan, he gave her the opportunity to feel that she was a benefactress … Riding on to the little square in front of the Opera Theater, the boy merged into the stream of other riders—less than a year later, the German headquarters would be located in the building of the Opera Theater, and the boy’s family, already evacuated, and seized by a premonition of the winter of ‘41, received a postcard from Tusik on just such a clear, late-summer day—the only postcard they ever got, written in his careful handwriting, which leaned left. Tusik begged them not to worry, everything was fine, but how are they, how is Mama?—that’s what he called the boy’s grandmother—and on the other side of the postcard, written in his own hand as well, was the return address: “247 A. S. B.” After asking around among friends, the boy realized that A.S.B. was the “Aerodrome Service Battalion,” and he kept trying to imagine Tusik’s duties—for some reason he thought that Tusik carried crates of ammunition or cleared the airfield, but by then Tusik was a commanding officer, although a junior one; during the Polish events he was in the army and was awarded one square for his service. The boy remembered quite well the photo of Tusik in his field cap pushed back at a jaunty angle, and the square pinned to his lapel; they managed to get that photo later from some distant relatives, then enlarged it, almost made it into a kind of 8portrait—and now it’s on my mother’s desk, under glass, next to other photographs and a group family portrait, where the boy is still a little boy: thin, wearing a sailor’s uniform, his ears sticking out. And when the knee-high autumn mud on the outskirts of the Ural town began to freeze and hoarfrost began to appear on the walls of the room where the boy’s family lived after evacuating, and the presentiment of an early winter actually turned into an unprecedentedly early winter—but maybe that’s the way it always was in the Urals—and all the streets, and roofs of the one-story wooden houses with carved window frames were covered with snow and the brushwood bought at the market could easily be brought home on a child’s sled, and milk was sold in the form of semi-transparent ice chunks—a whole bundle of letters and postcards arrived with the stamp: “Addressee left,” but the thought of Tusik’s death didn’t gain a foothold in the family immediately, and even after the war was over, they kept on hoping and asking, and then they found out that one night German tanks had suddenly burst into the place where Tusik’s unit was staying. Tusik and the other soldiers were quartered in barns on the outskirts of a village, and the boy tried to imagine the expression on Tusik’s face in the last minutes of his life, when the tank drove over the shed and, turning right and left, it began to crush everyone there with its caterpillar treads; then they probably took him away to be shot because he was a commander, a communist, and a Jew, and they couldn’t take him prisoner; but the boy could never imagine the expression on Tusik’s face just before dying, because Tusik could pin him flat on his back with one finger—he was the tallest person not only in the boy’s family, but in the whole building. When the boy’s classmates came over, he left the door to his room open on purpose so they could see Tusik when he walked down the hall. Tusik couldn’t die by someone else’s hand—he was stronger than everyone! The boy smiled sadly at these thoughts, because by that time, 9when the circumstances of Tusik’s death had become known, the boy was no longer a boy. I dream of him often even now, and my dream is almost always the same: I know that Tusik has died and at the same time he’s with us—he lives in our pre-war apartment, but he isn’t quite living, he sort of inhabits the place; he appears only at night, alien and elusive. I can never manage to talk to him or even see him—but he sleeps in his usual place, on the squashed sofa with protruding springs, in a huge room—bigger  than  whole  two-bedroom  apartments  are  these days—partitioned by screens, behind which grandmother and grandfather live. On this very couch Tusik used to demonstrate various fighting tricks to the boy, pinning him down with one hand and then squeezing and pummeling him, giving off hideous sounds at the same time. In the dream, I walk into this room, but the couch is empty—there are only wrinkled sheets and protruding springs, and I have a feeling, no, I know for sure, that Tusik is at his girlfriend’s, that’s where he really lives, that’s where he talks and acts like himself. Grandmother was very proud that as a sign of obedience, Tusik didn’t marry the girlfriend after all; he went out with her for several years, but grandmother didn’t care for her: she thought that the girl didn’t love Tusik and had her own, selfish designs on him. She had short hair and glasses, but even wearing glasses, she squinted a little. Sometimes Tusik would go see her with the boy—the boy was secretly jealous of her and perhaps precisely for this reason, he revered her; after all, if Tusik loved her, then there was definitely something extraordinary about her. Grandmother talked with pride about her own views on life—the family considered her very liberal and inclined to philosophical generalization—she loved to make philosophically edifying remarks: for example, “he who honors not his mother and father is undeserving of God’s kingdom,” or “c’est la vie,” or other things of that sort. Sometimes she’d sit down at the upright piano and play a love 10song with her gout-disfigured fingers: the only piece left from what she referred to as her formerly extensive repertoire was a ballad about a fairy who lived on the bank of a river, and someone named Mark in whose arms she writhed ardently; the boy couldn’t understand—why did the fairy have to writhe in his arms? Grandmother didn’t exactly sing, she recited, but in the musical passages accompanying the recitation, and which were supposed to represent the full depth of either Mark’s or the fairy’s feelings, or perhaps of them both, grandmother would play the wrong notes; her crooked fingers couldn’t keep up with the development of the ballad’s musical thought and fell on the wrong keys. Grandmother’s parents, considered ahead of their time, had taught their children to play the piano, and when grandmother was eighteen years old, they sent her to Paris, where she completed dental courses and learned to smoke. Sometimes after dinner, she would send the boy to her room for a papirosa and matches—so as not to carry the matches, the boy would return to the dining room with a lit papirosa—my wife still can’t forgive my mother for letting me do this. Grandmother valued the independence she had acquired more than anything else in the world—it allowed her to be condescendingly philosophical toward grandfather, whom the family thought stingy, and who threw plates at grandmother for her extravagance, to the accompaniment of superb curses in the Jewish language; but he also exhibited the occasional inclination toward didactic aphorisms, of which his favorite was: “This is how small children drown, bathing in the summer season.” That phrase pops up in our family to this very day. Grandfather wore a mustache and was an obstetrician and gynecologist, and he often took the boy with him on his visits. While grandfather examined the patient, the boy sat in the lacquered-top carriage with puffy tires, looking at the coachman’s wide back, and waited patiently near some wooden house on the edge of an unpaved street: there was the 11prospect of the return trip, when they would pass all the dray carts and even a lot of carters. In the evenings, grandfather sometimes took him on walks, and his high, laceless boots, which knew little wear, squeaked cozily; the two of them walked along the main street of town, and almost everyone they met, especially women, greeted grandfather, and the boy was pleased that the whole town knew his grandfather. When grandfather was buried, his head, with its sparse strands of gray hair fluttering in the December wind, bumped around, occasionally hitting the side of the open coffin, because the hearse drove over cobblestones; it seemed strange to the boy that it didn’t hurt grandfather and that he wasn’t cold in the freezing weather, since he was dressed only in his suit; the boy walked just behind the hearse—which had black, twining columns supporting a canopy—but in front of the band and the funeral procession that probably stretched for several blocks. From the doorways of houses and from behind front gates women came out wringing their hands—they sighed and lamented: “Lord almighty, it’s the doctor who delivered me!”—and the boy was pleased that he was walking to the sounds of the band at the head of such an enormous procession, and that the entire town was saying farewell to his grandfather. However, he knew about the women mostly from family stories, because he doesn’t actually remember them himself; nonetheless, I can still see these sighing and lamenting women clearly; they lined up along the sidewalk as though waiting for a cosmonaut to pass in a parade. Just before his death, grandfather asked to be given morphine to hasten the end, and while everyone had gone to the pharmacy, he called his grandson to him to say good-bye—the boy leaned over him and for his whole life he remembered the touch of his grandfather’s prickly mustache. (Exactly one year later, on the very same day, their dog disappeared, a little white dog with black spots, which sometimes left puddles that looked like figure eights on the 12linoleum.) Returning home after the funeral, they ate dinner, because after spending so long in the cold, everyone was starving—the boy remembered they had meat patties for the second course, and that he ate a lot—however, it’s entirely possible that his aunt told him about the dinner later on. She and her husband arrived from Moscow early in the morning not long after grandfather died, on the train that passed through their town as it made its way between borders. The boy never did manage to see this Trans-Siberian Express, but for some reason he thought that it was made up of yellow wooden cars with mirrored windows. Grandfather had died at night when the boy was asleep, right after he was given a shot of morphine, and when the boy awoke, his aunt was already in their apartment as though she lived there. On one of her visits, she had brought the boy a canary in a cage; when the canary died, they cut open its stomach for some reason, and it turned out that the bird was teeming with worms. The boy would make his aunt draw—he would lie in wait for her, and besiege her with sketch books or pieces of paper; while drawing, she chewed on her tongue, putting it in her cheek, and it was rather lovely. While doing his lessons, the boy also stuck out the end of his tongue, especially when he was working hard, and his aunt told him that he got that from her, and he was proud of this, because she could draw vases or a glass with a flower very precisely, sometimes even using paints, but when the boy asked her just to draw something, she would say that she only knew how to copy—later he found out that her specialty was called “art history”; when he had grown up, he would go to Moscow and she often took him with her to openings, anniversary evenings, or artistic discussions, because he thought that his true calling was painting, and she supported him in this thought. Introducing him to some of her colleagues, she imagined him as her spiritual son, although she would clap him on the shoulder condescendingly even though she was much shorter than he, and tell the 13story about the time he was mistaken for her chauffeur—he was still wearing an overcoat bought during the evacuation at the time. When they looked out of a taxi and saw people hurrying somewhere, scurrying about, or standing in line, she would say things like—just think, each of these people has his very own, specific personal life, probably someone has just buried his mother, someone else is late for a rendezvous … Remember, in Cezanne, or Chekhov? And there you have it, don’t you, this is life in the full spectrum of its colors, and only the two of us can understand, because of our spiritual kinship. Sitting in the taxi, they pitied people walking on foot or standing in line, but this pity was very abstract, contemplative, Tolstoyan—and sometimes she would then make a very expressive gesture, as though weighing a round of cheese on her palm, or even an entire cone of sugar—and her fingers were deformed, like grandmother’s, although at the time she couldn’t have had gout yet—in short, this gesture was meant to indicate the presence of some very subtle philosophy accessible only to the two of them, apparently some more profound version of grandmother’s “c’est la vie,” and when an acquaintance was sick or dying and she was getting ready for a dress rehearsal or a banquet, she would say: “Remember the meat patties?” raising her eyebrows meaningfully and weighing the invisible round of cheese on her palm—just like grandmother, she liked to emphasize the breadth of her views on life, turning to her relations with her husband as an example: when some young female graduate student would come to see him, she would leave the house on purpose. Her husband was Armenian, but in the first post-war years, he was often taken for a Jew, and he bore this silently, possibly because he wore a hearing aid and couldn’t make out what was being said to him; in the morning, on waking up, he snuffled loudly for a long time, as though he were doing something indecent … Soon after receiving a packet of letters from the front, 14grandmother began to lose her memory, and she coughed from smoking, and snored at night, and the boy, who was an adolescent by then, began to pick on her and tease her—he’d shout “Sura-Bura!” at her nonsensically, although she had her own, quite melodious Biblical name; several times she chased after him with a brush, but she never managed to catch him, and once, unable to stand it, she burst into tears and ran out into the street undressed, into the bitter cold of the Ural winter—through her tears she repeated that she’d leave home, because she couldn’t stand living there anymore, she was sufficiently independent and could earn enough to eat; the boy’s mother had a great deal of difficulty returning her to her room. Her illness progressed, but over a long time: after the war, returning with the boy’s family to their home town, she would pour cold water on herself to the waist and go for walks near the house—sometimes she even went to the baker’s and signed for her miserable pension, which did, however, allow her to feel independent; she chatted with old acquaintances whom she no longer recognized, always trying to direct the conversation to abstract, philosophical questions; and she called her daughter, the boy’s mother, Mama. Actually, that was only later when she spent most of her time lying down and soiled herself, and the boy’s mother braided her hair into a thin braid, changed her sheets, held the bedpan under her, and resorted to the Jewish language, in hopes that grandmother would understand her directions better, but she still wet herself. She asked when Tusik would be home from work, and thought father and I were her brothers, who had not been among the living for some years. She died in the spring, the day I moved away from my home town—Mama fell asleep after dinner, and through her sleep she heard grandmother snoring, but didn’t ascribe any significance to it. That evening, I was already on my way, and learning of grandmother’s death, I immediately saw her running out into the snowy Ural night—she was only 15wearing a robe and she was sobbing violently and Mama was trying to calm her. I don’t remember that the adolescent got in trouble, but I remember that grandmother, whom he had pushed to the point of despair, had more than once threatened that he’d get his comeuppance. She was probably religious deep down, but I didn’t get any comeuppance—at least not during her lifetime, and the person has to see it for it to really be retribution—anyway, I’m quite certain that it was only words. Now, in the evenings, I walk into Mama’s room—after my father’s death, she moved in with us—and I sit down heavily in the armchair that she brought from our post-war apartment. There were two of them, and both had been in the dining room; guests loved to sit in them, and so did I when I visited my parents, but now only a fragment of our apartment remains, only in Mama’s room, but it’s a deceptive little island, because my wife can’t stand the smell that comes from the top drawer of the chest, where Mama keeps her medicines—even the ones that father was treated with when he was sick—my wife claims that the medicines smell like urine and that she can tell two rooms away when Mama has opened the little drawer—though truthfully, she’s wrong sometimes, but then she assures me that I simply didn’t notice Mama opening the drawer. I sit down in the armchair, cross my legs, and look at myself in the mirror—I see a man who’s put on weight, and is no longer young but wants to seem young. With my face in this position it seems to work; and Mama lies on the small sofa in her colorful dark blue zigzag-patterned flannel bathrobe, her legs also crossed; they’re bow-shaped for some reason, like a horseback rider’s—and she jiggles her right foot rhythmically while making a fan-like movement with her toes, as though she had positive signs of Babinski’s syndrome. I want to tell her to stop it, but notice that I myself am jiggling one of my legs as well—it’s inherited—Mama herself once caught me doing it. I look in the mirror—I really do have a noble facial features—and I catch 16myself flaring my nostrils exactly like my father did: before leaving for work he would go to the mirror and, raising his head a bit, like I just did, nobly flare his nostrils, and at that moment he probably thought his features evidenced high breeding, and he would not have seen himself as a sick old man with jowls resulting from the strict diet Mama kept him on; he was a fine young fellow, still fully capable of a great deal—he never did let a single young woman pass without his eyes following her, and I, too, increasingly find myself doing this. Once, Mama told me on the phone that when he was taking his walk near the house in the evening, a drunk tagged along with him, followed him right up to the entrance and then pushed him, and father fell; I imagine how this drunk began to harass him at the intersection near our building—there are traffic lights, but often they don’t work, which, by the way, never affects traffic, because at that time of day trams and cars pass by no more that once a minute, and even during the daytime they don’t come much more often; arriving home, I stand on the balcony for a long time, looking by turns at the clock and the intersection, which is nothing like Moscow, where I couldn’t visually grasp, much less count, all the vehicles passing along the Garden Ring Road at a given moment—when the drunk began to pester him at the empty intersection, father probably quickened his pace, but he couldn’t walk very fast, and the drunk ran on ahead, blocking his path, brazenly smirking and winking, as if they had known each other for a long time, but now father was just putting on airs and was pretending not to recognize him. Father retreated into the raised collar of his new fur coat—in the last few years he had developed a strong interest in fashion, and he ordered a Persian lamb’s wool coat in Moscow, one with a high black collar like artistes and performers wear; his son tried on the fur coat, which looked good on him, and he thought it was a shame he had to send it off to his father—but the drunk wouldn’t leave father alone; he grimaced, 17aggressively demanding acknowledgment of their old friendship, and then, near the entrance door itself, cursed effusively and shoved father—father sat down softly in the snow drift in his new fur coat with the Persian-lamb collar as though he’d decided to have a rest; grunting and groaning, it took him a long time to get up. Mother brushed the snow off his coat. In the mornings when he operated at his clinic, he was irritable and shouted at the assistants and the operating nurse, as one expects of surgeons. One evening in the tram, when I still lived in our city, a drunk also began pestering me—I got off at the intersection, but he followed me, continuing to bother me, so then I walked straight over to the booth of the duty policeman, who managed the work of the traffic lights, and demanded that he take some measures—the drunk went his own way, and I kept demanding that the policeman do something—he came out of his booth and listened to me with an indifferent, indulgent expression until the drunk was out of sight. Mama was lying on the sofa, jiggling her leg, her mouth was slightly open, you could see the gums in the black trough—she only puts on the dentures she keeps in a cup on the table next to the sofa to eat or when guests come—and so her cheeks are sunken like most old ladies. Maybe I’m just protecting myself, preparing for the inevitable? But when she kicks my son and me out of her room—this happens after he notices that she has been looking through his class notes in order to expose him as a lazy ne’er-do-well, and reveal my connivance, and in reply we accuse her of moralizing and a penchant for reading newspaper essays and editorials on moral themes. When she pushes us out of her room, you can feel that there’s still plenty of strength in her arms, her movements are decisive and sharp, like those of a soldier acting on the command “Forward thrust!” She rushes back and forth in the room in search of a suitably heavy object, grabs the stool, brandishes it at us—she’s shaking all over, her lower lip trembles—just 18like mine does in moments of rage, and my aunt’s, too, and my grandfather’s, I seem to remember now, when he threw plates at grandmother—apparently this is a trait we inherited from him. When we are already on the threshold of the room, mother pushes us out into the hallway with the aid of the door, after which she turns the key twice. “My old lady’s made of iron …” declares my son, quoting Zabolotsky; he goes into his room and returns with a pencil and a piece of paper. He sticks the paper under the door of Mama’s room, and inserts the pencil in the keyhole, pushing the key out of it—he devised this method a long time ago; after a few seconds he pulls the paper with the key lying on it from under the door. When we enter the room, Mama is lying on the sofa, her face turned to the wall, her shoulders shaking soundlessly; the room smells like the sedative Validol—we hesitate in the doorway, I try to say something conciliatory, but as soon as I open my mouth, she jumps up with the same trembling lower jaw and shouts: “Get out of here!!!” in a voice that can probably be heard a block away. We leave, quietly pulling the door shut, as though there were a corpse in the room, and stand in the hallway hanging our heads, avoiding each other’s eyes; but my wife, coming out of the kitchen, reprimands us. “You don’t have to make so much noise, it is quite possible to express your point of view calmly.” Her reprimand is a mere formality because she immediately calls our son to eat, though I still want time to tell him that she is my mama, after all, she’s old and anything could happen; but he’s already heading toward my wife in the kitchen or calling his friends on the phone and I put off the conversation for another time. Mama doesn’t come out of her room—a courageous garrison, dug in the middle of the enemy camp—for the rest of the day. In the evening, when I run into her near the toilet, I again try to speak with her, and without looking at me, she tosses off the phrase: “You’ll reap what you’ve sown!” and again disappears into her room, holding the chamber 19pot. It’s probably a family thing from grandmother—belief in the ultimate triumph of justice, because I am also afraid that I will indeed reap what I have sown, and I anxiously get regular annual checkups.
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         Reflections of flames dance on the wall, snatching a sinuous crack in the wallpaper out of the dark again and again—when the boy was sick, he would gaze at that crack until it turned into a rooster, or an acrobat, or the figure of a stooped old man. The binoculars in the leather case should definitely be taken along; Tusik got these binoculars from his father, who had served in the tsar’s army during the recent imperialist war, and, although he was a doctor, he was issued a pair of binoculars for some reason—they were kept in the wardrobe at grandmother’s together with two stamp albums—Tusik had a rich collection of stamps, the largest in the entire town—at least that’s what the boy thought. Occasionally, he was allowed to take out the binoculars and the stamp albums—the boy would go out on the balcony, focus the binoculars on the window of the next building—where the Sovtorg Employees Club was—the boy wasn’t quite sure what this meant, but one time they brought the first secretary of the Party to that club—grandfather had treated his wife and had been at his house—this first secretary, the most important boss in the town, shot himself because they were going to come and take him away, but they didn’t get there in time and so he wasn’t officially an enemy of the people, but still, no big solemn funeral was held; instead, they brought him to this club, rather furtively, and they only let people in for two hours to say farewell; the boy, who lived right across the way, managed to get in—the coffin was set up in a small room on the second floor—that was probably where the Sovtorg employees had their meetings—and 21when the boy, proceeding in line with the other attendees, made the turn around the head of the coffin, he noticed a small round wound on the dead man’s temple: that was precisely how he had imagined a bullethole. He focused the binoculars on the window of the Sovtorg Employees Club, a squat, two-story stone building, and the window became so huge that it didn’t even fit into the viewfinder; then he moved the binoculars toward the far roofs: brick pipes and dark dormer windows that seemed dangerous, but enticing, moved toward him swiftly; near and far all seemed equally close. He sometimes showed the stamp album to his classmates—they knew it was Tusik’s album, and when he carried it into his room, they grew reverently quiet; when, carefully turning the album pages, he got to the stamps, each of which was almost the size of a post card—amazing how they could stay attached to the thin paper strips!—when he got to the stamps, his classmates were transformed into nobodies—at that moment he felt stronger than all of them, though it was a shame that he couldn’t manage to lure Shlema Mozovsky to his house; Shlema would stick his pen in the crack of the slanted part of the school desk, which was meant for writing, and its flat top; with the tip of his pen upward, he’d pull the pen back and let go—spraying ink onto the nape of the boy’s neck and onto his suit, leaving the gray cloth covered with violet stains that wouldn’t come out: the boy’s mother even decided to complain to Shlema’s family, but it turned out that he was an orphan, he lived with an aunt or something. When Shlema tired of spraying ink, he would quietly poke the boy in the back or the arm with his pen. Tusik would have pinned Shlema down with one hand, but Shlema ignored the boy’s invitations to come to his place; tall, skinny and stooped, always dressed in the same khaki colored shirt, Shlema would poke the boy with his pen and splatter the back of his neck with ink spots—and all the while his expression remained absolutely impassive. The day after grandfather’s 22funeral, when the boy returned to school following a three-day break, secretly hoping that now Shlema wouldn’t bother him, but at the first recess Shlema came over—the boy straightened up, was certain that now he’d hear words of contrition—stuck the boy in the buttock with his pen and asked him if his grandfather had begun to rot in his coffin yet.

         A strange half-gloom reigns in the apartment: the light of the not-yet extinguished day—the longest of the year—and the flickering reflections of flames, because the House of Scientists is burning, it’s on the same side of the street as the Sovtorg Employees Club—not right next to it but off to the side; in order to see it, you have to go out on the balcony—and the reflections of the fire reach the farthest corners of the room, playing across the walls and on the ceiling; someone just came in and said that the flames had already jumped to this side and the Tunikov house had burned—the third, no, the fourth building from here; in the boy’s family the building was referred to by the name of the former owner of the bakery on the first floor of the house; Tunikov had been liquidated long ago, but the bakery remained, and they sold delicious rolls with scallions baked into them, and poppy seeds sprinkled on top. No, no, the reflections of the flames snatching the crack in the wallpaper from the dark came later of course, when everything had already been decided, but now all the members of the boy’s family: father, mother, grandmother, and he himself, were loitering oddly in the apartment, like when you’re getting ready to move to the dacha for the summer, when everything is packed and you’re just waiting for two carts and the drivers. In fact, it’s no different: now they’re waiting for Tusik—that morning he said he’d come by for them in a truck; but by now, all possible deadlines have long since passed, and father says that there’s no point in waiting anymore, and grandmother listens closely and glances out the window to see whether Tusik has arrived. Stefanida is the only one who isn’t waiting for 23anything—she prays quietly in her little room between the kitchen and the toilet, crossing herself first in the Russian Orthodox way and then in the Catholic way; she went to both churches and often took the boy there with her—in the Catholic church painted wax figures of the saints stood in niches—I always think of them when I see a bride in a white dress, frozen in a deathly pallor, between two bodyguards, girdled in colored “Volga ribbons.” In the Orthodox church there was the flickering of candles and icon lamps, the smell of incense, and the mysterious gilding that one always had an overwhelming urge to touch, though it was strictly forbidden. Once, when the boy forgot to take off his cap, some devout old ladies dressed in black hissed at him, and he decided to take his revenge—to come next time wearing the Budenny helmet with a five-pointed red star that his apartment neighbor, a Civil War veteran, had given him; but he never got around to doing this, and then the church was blown up, because they were planning on building something else in that spot but didn’t; because churches were believed to be a remnant of the past. Stefanida said that she didn’t believe in God, but that she went to the Catholic and Orthodox churches just for something to do—in the corner of her little room over the bed hung a dusty, flyblown icon, and next to it a photograph of her niece Sonya with a scarf covering her head, shoulders, and chest; her forehead bulged, and her sleepy eyes strangely resembled those of the female face depicted on the icon, though the icon face was leaning toward the infant. In the evenings, sitting in the little room, he played the card game Sixty-six with Stefanida. For tallying points, the 8 covered any other card; as the game progressed and you won, this card moved, opening up the points you’d won. Stefanida wet her fingers with spit before taking a new card from the deck, and the boy covered the deck and got three points straight off, then another three, and another two—Stefanida shook her head and feigned a sigh; she called two open 24cards a “pince-nez,” three, a “side table missing a leg,” four, simply a “side table,” and seven was something totally obscene, but for some reason Stefanida wasn’t embarrassed to say it out loud in front of the boy; by this time she rarely came out of her room and another woman worked for the boy’s family, Marya Antonovna. Everyone in the house called her formally by her name and patronymic, and grandmother would say to her: “Help yourself to a little soup,” because Marya Antonovna adored soup and could eat two full bowls in a row; everyone in the house played around with grandmother’s phrase. Stefanida became the honorary  housekeeper—on  Marya  Antonovna’s  days  off, Stefanida sometimes did the cooking, and then the boy felt that everything was just like it always had been, because Stefanida had been working for them for twenty years! None of his friends had a housekeeper like this, and no one cooked like Stefanida—in her hands a little flour and water acquired the consistency of dough, and smelled particularly delicious when it had almost risen—the top of the pot lifted all by itself under the pressure of this living, breathing mass. Stefanida would take it from the pot—it still stretched out in sticky strings, but was already sweet—and turning out the dough onto a board covered with flour, she began to knead it, adding a bit of flour, until it became stiff; then she’d roll it out; she’d slap it, beat it, and squish it, muttering: “We’re gonna spank your papa’s behind.” The boy also set about slapping and kneading with a certain zeal, all the time imagining his father’s fat rear end, although, when he thought about it many years later, he realized his father’s buttocks were scrawny; by that time Stefanida already had the dropsy, and had trouble breathing, and before that she had a cyst—the boy imagined how her entire stomach was filled with this cyst, which contained liquid—grandfather arranged for Stefanida to go to the hospital, and they removed the cyst for her there, but, in Mama’s words, until his very death grandfather could not forgive 25Stefanida that the night I was born she refused to light the samovar to warm water for my first bath, and once she told grandfather that they were sucking the blood out of her, and Mama still can’t forgive her for that. Stefanida was praying quietly in her maid’s room, and at the same time there was a knock at the door and everyone rushed to open it, but it wasn’t Tusik, just our friends who lived a block away. Their building was on fire and they came to us—each of them with a small suitcase in hand. At their house they had always set the table in the old fashioned way: next to each plate lay a starched, white serviette in a silver ring inlaid with the family’s initials.

         The third day of the war was coming to a close.
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         On Sunday morning, the boy was woken by the factory horn. It blew long and steadily on one note, like it did on weekday mornings—the sound was nothing like the alarming howl of sirens. The town wasn’t far from the border and there were often practice alarms—everyone was informed in advance, everyone took their khaki-colored bag, worn over the shoulder; in the course of ten seconds you had to open the bag, unfold the mask inside, and pull it over your head; but the stiff rubber was hard to stretch, and your glasses fogged up immediately, and then everybody looked like elephants with long, corrugated trunks that you always felt like squeezing to cut off someone’s air flow. Having put on the gas mask, you had to take shelter in the lobby of the nearest building; otherwise they’d grab you, lay you out on a stretcher, and take you off to an underground room somewhere with a sign: “Gas Shelter.” The siren blew long and evenly; and now you could tell clearly that it wasn’t just one factory, but several at the same time—maybe even all the factories in town—and you could also hear some short blasts coming from the direction of the train station—that was the steam engines blowing their horns. The boy’s mother was talking on the phone at that moment with a girlfriend who had called her. She had the same name as Mama, and the boy thought it was unbelievable that there was another woman on earth who had the exact same name as Mama; he felt that this woman’s existence was an encroachment on his rights and his Mama’s; once, his heart beating hard, he took the woman’s purse out of the foyer, locked 27himself in the toilet, extracted a brown wallet, which smelled of leather and powder, and removed a crisp threeruble note—the hardest part was to put the purse back in its place without being noticed. This woman was a head taller than Mama, she smoked and always spoke with an authoritative voice; she and the boy’s mama worked in the same hospital, but she was a neurologist, and Mama said that she knew how to hypnotize people. When the two of them returned late in the evening from the hospital, the boy wasn’t worried—if anyone got any ideas about attacking his mother, her friend would hypnotize him in an instant. Mama’s friend said this wasn’t a regular drill. Someone had called her early in the morning to say that the Germans had crossed the border, though they weren’t saying anything on the radio. Tusik had once managed to get Berlin on the airwaves. A shrill, hysterical voice, verging on falsetto, threatened, appealed, cursed, and in this mad cascade of German phrases only two words could be clearly distinguished, paired, like twins: Juden und kommunisten. “It’s war,” grandmother exclaimed, and burst into tears. They were all sitting around the radio, but not too close, sort of in the middle of the room, that is, the part of the room where Tusik lived; the radio stood at the head of Tusik’s couch, because he knew how to work the radio better than any of them, and before the purchase of this factory-made one, he once made his own radio, an awkward construction of lamps, wires and connections fed by batteries, but suddenly a human voice came right out of it, it was unfathomable. Now they were sitting in the middle of the room like shipwrecked people in a lifeboat in the midst of the raging sea. Grandmother burst into tears quite unexpectedly—that was how she had cried in the first few months after grandfather died: she’d be dusting off the fireplace or taking something out of the closet. At first the boy was surprised, and then he understood that the objects were the reason why she started crying; but grandmother cried like a hurt child, 28she completely dissolved into the crying, real tears ran down her face, which also seemed unbelievable to him—only children had the right to cry. What he discovered about the relations between men and women seemed just as unnatural to him—children might do things like that, but grown-ups? When he and Mama once ran into an acquaintance, and then Mama told someone else that she was pregnant, the boy couldn’t imagine that this grown-up, a serious woman who lived on the next street in the basement apartment, that this woman just two or three months ago had done that, and over several days he worked up the courage to tell Tusik that he knew a certain word—Tusik bent down to him, and the boy, putting his palm up to his mouth so no one could hear, whispered the word almost inaudibly—he thought it was terrible that he knew this word, he felt guilty and dirty and was afraid that Tusik would stop talking to him after that, but nothing showed on Tusik’s face—he listened to the word calmly—apparently he’d known all about it for a long time, or perhaps he didn’t want the boy to pay too much attention to it. In the same calm way, the head doctor of the hospital where I worked and where we lived—he was very kind to me and my wife, he even fancied her a bit, and she liked him too—took me into his office, even though I couldn’t bring myself to ring his bell, sat me down in an armchair near his desk, and remained sitting in his usual place, leaning forward slightly in an anticipatory pose. He was thin, not very tall, and had gray hair; he walked home from his hospital office along the main boulevard—it was called “Doctor’s Alley”—in the black hat that he wore even in the hottest weather, with a smoking pipe in his hand—he never parted with that hat, and no one had ever seen him at a meal, he only smoked and drank strong tea. Responding to greetings, he would lift his hat and make a slight bow. His wife suffered from sclerosis and smiled at everyone with an Ophelia-like smile—people said that when her condition 29worsened, he himself held her bedpan. Not looking at him, my eyes wandering all around the room, I asked him to give me a different apartment, because on the other side of the wall lived a woman with whom … and at this point I faltered, but well, you understand, this is all very unpleasant for my wife. He kept looking at me expectantly, as though I hadn’t yet come to the most important point, and when I was completely mixed up and fell silent, he told me that things like this happen, you know; it wasn’t out of the ordinary; he offered me a glass of strong tea, and shook my hand firmly when I left, so that I even began to doubt whether I had acted all that badly in regard to my wife.

         The main street was crowded, as it was every Sunday. Tusik and the boy bought kefir, and when they left the store, there, under a large black loudspeaker attached to the corner of the building, at the place where the tram turned with a squeak from the main street and hurried down along a narrow lane that crossed the street where the boy lived—he always thought that the brakes would fail and the tram would run into the three-story, barracks-like building called the Union House—a crowd of people stood listening quietly: usually they didn’t talk like this on the radio. The person speaking paused in unexpected places and sometimes stuttered, especially on words beginning with “p” and “t”—the boy caught on to this immediately because he stuttered too, especially in physical education class when you were lined up and had to count off by numbers: “first,” “second,” “third”—he always looked out at the line, trying to count in advance which number he was—if he was second, he would wait calmly. Not long ago, he had seen a photograph in the newspaper: the man now speaking on the radio, his pince-nez shining, was looking somewhat askance at a man with black hair, bug eyes, and a lock of hair that fell across his low forehead at an angle—they said that one of his arms was paralyzed or even completely missing, but no one dared say it out loud because he was now considered 30our friend and ally—he stood there like he was reviewing a parade; it was impossible to see his hands, and his bulging eyes gazed off somewhere into space.

         … And again the bicycle. The boy pedaled for all he was worth, the real way now. Sweat poured off him, his heart pounded—he had left home, taking advantage of his parents having gone to work—his mother categorically forbade him to do this. He passed by the small building of the local electricity station that had disproportionately tall chimneys, and was called “Elvod” for some reason, and now he was riding along the main street of town, beside the tram tracks—he’d never ridden this far before—and the cobblestones ended and the bicycle now rode along the unpaved part of the street, raising a cloud of dust: to the right behind a fence stretched the local botanical gardens where the trees that grew were the same as everywhere else; on the left was the five-story Publishing House, built not long ago, a blindingly white building with black rectangular windows divided by white crosses, and now came the end of the tram line and the turnaround, and further on, the Moscow highway. To the right was the beginning of Vetryakovsky Forest—on their days off, the townspeople came out here to relax, there were pine trees, and the smell of pine, and this especially attracted the Jewish population of the town, because it’s always dry where pines grow—my Mama still likes to repeat this—and between the trees, on special hooks, they would hang rented hammocks, the canvas kind, because the string ones cut into your body—the children or the older members of the family would rock in them like cradles, and everyone else settled nearby on mats; egg shells and scraps of oily paper appeared all over the trampled grass, children ran through the forest, the sound of balls being kicked was muffled by the calls of women’s voices: “Monya! Come to Mama, have some strawberries!” Tusik called them all “coconegglings” from the words “cocoa” and “eggs”—and on days off, the boy and his mama 31would also go out there with hard boiled eggs and cocoa in a thermos. The boy passed the tram turnaround and rode along the asphalt of the Moscow highway toward Vetryakovsky Forest, and if I were now in the boy’s shoes or he were in mine, we would almost certainly recite to ourselves, “Here crossed the rails of the city trams/further on the pines stand guard, further they cannot go,” but at the time I didn’t know Pasternak existed—although there can’t be any doubt that the boy could have recited these lines or at least thought about them, because to this day, when Mama hears the word “frost,” she always says: “Frost and sun, a marvelous day …” And, if looking at the first snowfall, you say the word “winter” around her, she’ll immediately respond with Pushkin’s line: “Winter, the peasant celebrates …” and so on, and when I once asked someone who had just come from Bulgaria: “Well, and how is Bulgaria?” Mama immediately quoted: “Bulgaria is a beautiful land, but Russia is best of all.” She probably got this habit from grandmother, and I got it from her. The boy rode through Vetryakovsky Forest, paying no attention to the road, straining hard, the bicycle tires crushing egg shells, and rustling over greasy pieces of paper that remained from the previous morning, and pedaled past the pines with lonely, rusty hammock hooks sticking out. Near the green-plank booth where they usually rented the hammocks, bicycles stood in neat rows at a hastily erected railing—to this day I can’t understand how they stayed up, because there weren’t any special stands or even any posts there—perhaps they held each other up? A private in a field cap took the boy’s bicycle and wrote out a receipt. The boy carefully folded it and hid it in the inner pocket of his jacket. The receipt indicated the factory serial number of the bicycle, so that after the war he could get it back. When he got to the tram turnabout, the wind picked up. Dust got in the eyes, crunched between the teeth, and simultaneously the boy heard the howl of factory horns and whistles—not monotonous and steady like yesterday 32morning, but alarming, first soaring upward, then unexpectedly falling into a deep bass. A horde of boys ran across the road and clambered up onto the roof of a barn with a joyous whoop. On the opposite side of town, just about where the train station was, brownish-black, pear-shaped patches of smoke began to appear one after the other—they arose out of nowhere and hung in the air a long time, and only the dull thud of weapons from afar, a kind of rumbling, explained their origin; the boy also got up on the fence in order to see better—it seemed like all these bits of smoke and this firing were for no reason at all—just entertainment or training, but suddenly, amid the smoke, in the shimmering pale blue of the sky, he saw airplanes. They flew in an even formation like at an air show—three silvery spots in each chain, paying no heed to the cloud of explosions, as though they had nothing to do with them, and at that moment the air shook with another blast—at the opposite end of town, somewhere in the vicinity of the train station, an oily, black fountain of earth shot up toward the sky, and settled slowly—just like in movie pictures about Spain.
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