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if i keep going back, will i eventually reach the very end?

––––––––
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A COMPLETELY BURNED-out Alissa stared tiredly at the noticeably drooping, yet surprisingly active pioneer leader. What’s the use of a person who doesn’t sniff, smoke, or inject? Alissa had just planned to steal some glue from the Red Corner and sniff it when the pioneer leader ordered her to take the old Squad Diaries to the trash can.

A couple of one-eyed and militant cats were reflected in Alissa’s super cool sunglasses crafted from a single reflective plastic strip as she walked toward the trash containers at the end of the alley lined with ornamental hedges. Due to the nice spring day, this area smelled like the Party Leader’s breath. The combination of being totally high and the hot weather made her sleepy — and undoubtedly quite stupid. She pondered, as best as she could, whether it was worth the trouble to kick the trash can into a tulip bed with a well-aimed kick. Suddenly, a foreigner jumped out from behind the rusty container.

There was nothing so very strange in that.

The whole Empire was rotting like this weirdly grayish-brown trash can here, with masses of wriggling maggots bubbling on the edges, sometimes a single one slipping in and out. The sad stalker heads of Chernobyl hedgehogs were already reflected on the shiny surfaces of the first items from Behind the Curtains, and the entire symbolic order existed only thanks to the ideological consistency of hyperactive pioneer leaders and other such useful idiots. Careerist bigwigs, their comrades, spies, Party organizers, cultural workers, and other chubby dolls in gray suits gathered backstage at the cultural house, sipping coffee with little fingers outstretched. They gossiped about their favorite singer’s delicate voice and even more delicate liver, as Bulgarian disco light beams flickered on their crooked Party badges. The Normkore people couldn’t care less, many had established good relations with foreigners —or, as it was said, “with those Behind the Curtain”— the goods moved, systems worked, things happened. Always hand to hand, under the cloak to the trunk, and off to the side. There was a sense of conspiracy in the air, winking alliances, and at midnight, the tracks of Volga and Belarus crossed at the intersection. This even in these parts, in the godforsaken province, in the incredible backwoods, where information arrived only through propaganda and rumors.

It wasn’t even very strange that the foreigner muttered under his breath in a cockney accent: “Oh pshit! Oh pshit! I shall be late!”

“Yes, the teacher bullies me, and I feel quite confined, Yet she proclaims with glee: ‘Childhood here is so kind.’” hummed Alissa to herself the cult glam punk band ABS song, which all progressive teenagers listened to on unbelievably squeaky MK-60 branded and repeatedly re-recorded cassettes. Interestingly, the squeaks and hisses of the tape matched perfectly with the auditory hallucinations caused by inhaling glue. The ghostly stretching, whistling, and creaking of the cassette tapes were caused by the magnetic tape produced by the chemical industry conglomerate Svema, which was abrasive and wore out the heads of tape recorders quickly. The electrical parameters of the tape did not meet the requirements, the poor base material tended to stretch, and due to poor binding materials, iron oxide particles fell off the tape. Finally, the tapes got stuck. Sometimes they were stuck from the start, and when the player was turned on, only a syrupy stretching whine was heard. The same kind of piercing high-pitched scream was also caused by the occasional false alarms of air raid signals and the various planes regularly flying over the Kolkhoz, dropping alternately poison, seeds, bombs, strips of foil to jam enemy radars, leaflets, and more recently, increasingly often colorful advertisements for self-fizzing soft drinks.

Alissa had been caught and reprimanded by the squad commander when she had torn off the ear of the Party Leader’s cardboard profile decorating the honor board. She had done it not with the intention of contributing to the overthrow of the Empire but with the modest plan of twisting a bobik (a non-filtering filter) from the ear. Alissa even understood the commander’s bitterness — it was clear that if in the politically unstable situation — this was a polite term for chaos — any sudden change happened now, it would have been the commander’s task to craft a new ear for the Leader’s profile. It was customary that power could change quickly, and one could never be sure whose pictures or symbols were worth keeping and which ones had to be chewed to pieces, swallowed, and forgotten, but it was clear that everything eternal had ended.

“I lift my leg up, tilt my body forward, walk, approach the trash can, take out the trash can, pour out the trash can, kick the can over, kick the trash, then run after the foreigner, no, kick the trash can over with a well-aimed kick, then turn the tape over in the player, then take the well-aimed foreigner... no... then tell the commander that he has a rattlesnake in the fanfare, and then...” Alissa pondered to herself as best as she could.

The train of thought in his totally smoke-riddled head seemed to take about as long as reading through the collected works of the Party Leader. Their cosmology teacher used the time it took to read those collected works to explain the concept of eternity during the first lesson of the morning. It was terribly funny — unlike cosmology itself, which was rather profound. Even the cosmology teacher’s nickname was Tõravere Astrologer (sometimes affectionately Türavere if there was trouble).

Anyway, despite the apparent time shift, the girl actually reacted in less than a tenth of a second. She kicked the diaries — without aiming — into the flowerbed, forming a semi-figure of the Party Leader. Then she sprinted after the foreigner. He had taken off at full speed, running on the asphalt road that passed through the village. He raced through the main courtyard of the Kolkhoz center and then dashed through the front door of the Party House, diving inside as if into a burrow.

Alissa, who had — naturally — followed him, hesitated for a moment, wondering if it was worth running through the center’s courtyard. Despite the agronomist’s repeated torrents of abuse — “numbnuts” being the mildest word he used — she continued to carry the metal chain stolen from the Belarus T14 shaft around her waist. This theft had rendered the Kolkhoz’s only tractor inoperable for two months, bringing all life to a halt, including for the agronomist himself. He now sat in the shadow of the tractor wreck that dominated the Kolkhoz center’s courtyard, drinking large quantities of Aknool, blue-tinted window cleaner with his comrades out of great sorrow. For some reason, he had a whole floor-to-ceiling stack of these extraordinary and highly toxic cleaning agent boxes. This was not entirely surprising, since the new Party Leader had imposed a so-called dry law, unintentionally unleashing a triumphant march of household chemicals.

The men were playing Black Peter and cursing vividly. Some dried fish were artfully — mandala-shaped  —  arranged on a yellowed ash plan form. Individual cells filled with purple crow’s feet were blurred by slimy drops flowing from pickled cucumbers and mushrooms on a fork. Nectar, as the then-popular poetry guru and later gas station chain owner Mr. Mirtem would say. The form served as a tablecloth, and a cable reel lifted onto one end served as the table. The cable had long been pilfered by ninth-grade student Ilmar Kiibits to make decorative nails in his father’s forge, which he bartered for porn pictures with agropunks from local villages. The key person in the porn picture trade was a sharp-eyed guy, a photographer codenamed Porno-Adorno, who produced illicit pictures in a darkroom installed in the Kolkhoz center’s basement. He was the proud owner of two rare erotic magazines strictly banned here. He rephotographed and distributed these in black-and-white and slightly blurry reproductions, stapled together. He also hand-colored Christmas and Easter cards and portraits of pop stars. Porno-Adorno got his nickname at one of the Kolkhoz’s harvest festivals when the tipsy crowd wanted photos, but the photographer held onto his camera tightly, complaining that film was expensive and not everything could be photographed. But when the milkmaids went to the sauna, Adorno snapped away at the door and window, tongue sticking out, as if the film shortage had suddenly vanished with a divine gesture. Besides naked women and congratulatory cards with fluffy animals, he sometimes photographed local punks because they looked artistically insane compared to the Kolkhoz farmers. For some reason, the photos often ended up on the secret service’s desk the next day, who compiled a catalog of “nonformals” to keep track of potential state overthrowers, shirkers, and parasites.

Just as all these connections dawned on Alissa, she was amazed to see the foreigner suddenly split into two. One had indeed just dived into the Party House, but the other had jumped into the air and rushed to the diaries thrown into the flowerbed. “Oh my pshit, secret documents, oh, ah, this is real secret pshit,” he muttered, sorting through the diaries entangled among the Leader’s left eyebrow tulips with trembling hands. Alissa couldn’t quite grasp whether she had followed the first foreigner into the Party Burrow or stayed at the Kolkhoz center gate. At the same time, she was still by the school trash bins, staring in surprise at his doppelgänger, whose interest in the history of Kaugvere’s eight-class school’s Spiralovna-named Pioneer Sqad was, so to speak, remarkable.

Her gaze had actually dropped to her torn denim skirt edge. The material, initially signifying blue-collars and the working class, had now become a symbol of wealth and a good life, especially among classmates with cop hairstyles, who genuinely rejoiced at every physical education lesson and whose cheeks turned baby-pink when they succeeded in earning symbolic capital by bouncing a ball into a predetermined spot. Their faces contorted with a goofy grin, drooling on their slightly dirty yet fairly clean tank tops as if reflected by Pavlov’s bitch signal, which Mr. Mirtem would have deemed spontaneous Poetry Spring. But the shrewder ones — like Alissa — saw through such control maneuvers; selling trendy clothing items, branded tracksuits, checkered shirts, and other garb as a trendfetish to the Normkore populace was just cheap business, like frentch coats, uniforms, berets, and other ideological crap. The thing was, the mechanism was brilliantly designed — it helped control and simultaneously made the controlled pay, moreover — they were on their knees and even thanked the control, calling it the best possible reality!

The rebels and subversives, on the other hand, waited until the idiots got bored, wore out the clothes with razor blades until they were unusable, and tossed them into the trash. Then it was a feast day for the crows, pulling out the rags from between potato peels and vomit, spraying them with corrosive substances, and putting them on. Nothing mocked society more than bringing those abject and consciousness-expelled rags back to the center of meaning. Hence, they were emphasized with safety pins, chains, coarse strings, razor blades, homemade emblems, dried fish, and medals stolen from war invalids. The cop hairstyle guys, also known as ”baboon butts,” with their new snow-white jeans tucked into even whiter socks and their well-groomed girlfriends would go utterly mad over it. But bleach helped against that, the same corrosive substance the punks used to treat fabric and that filled all public spaces — according to Normkore citizens, it helped as a miracle drug against malaria, autism, AIDS, stomach flu, parasites, colds, epilepsy, corns, cuckoo wasp stings, eating disorders, allergies, Alzheimer’s, multiple sclerosis, and, of course, tumors. Alissa had tried to bleach her mohawk by mixing bleach and rubber glue, but the hair on the crest fell out instead, leaving a strip running over her skull, which she was very happy about — a non-crest was much more punk than just a crest.

Alissa’s classmates were like zombies; the childhood habit of eating plastic bags and inhaling phosphorus had turned them into stylish Goths without them having to do anything but dye their hair raven black: they were fly girls with dark circles around their eyes and sunken cheeks, anorexic hangers for rags, in the no man’s land of various extreme psychic borders, with bloody bandages around their wrists and safety pins through their earlobes. Their Pioneer Squad consisted of two extremes: basketball alpha nerds and under-functioning suicidal Goths — as if, besides black and colorful, there were no other colors anymore.

It was an open secret that most Normkore people were rat-blood injectors. It was a prison habit — a necropolitical situation taken to the extreme when you couldn’t get a fix from anywhere but from someone willing to destroy your eyeballs, brain, or other delicate body parts with a single jaw blow. In the Empire’s capital’s metros, mutant creatures developed, gradually invading concrete prisons during food hunts, where a bloody battle for life and a fix took place.

“Phuking phshit,” thought still completely overdosed Alissa, as the foreigner skillfully dodged the rats, grabbed a bottle from his pocket, and threw it over the hedge onto the lawn. Seeing the evaporating rats, it seemed to Alissa as if she had done ketamine.  (This couldn’t have been possible, as the invention of that high-quality chemical in the secret laboratories of the British queen’s secret service was still five or six years away.) However, Alissa was accustomed to the fact that smoking well-sprayed indica automatically activated those intuition connections in her brain that transmitted quite precise visions of the future.

If the bottle had been labeled “poison,” she would have drunk it without batting an eye. Everyone experimented with different poisons, and more so — the ecosystem, having received impulses, began to influence the inhabitants, and they perceived it as a prophecy of the imminent arrival of the best possible world. It was important to start with small amounts and then gradually increase it based on the result. Only suiciders drank the whole bottle at once, causing their bodies to freeze mid-movement, appearing to be in clinical death rigor mortis. In fact, the poisons spreading through the Empire had such an explosive effect on consciousness that, upon encountering the brain, they instantly sent the owner into a deep satori state. Local farmers referred to this procedure among themselves as “Väinämöinen style.” All over the town, citizens’ bodies in a deep high state lay scattered in picturesque disarray, many of them, as the word itself suggests, without limbs — these were veterans of the world war in wheelchairs or rolling carts, in the final stage of irreversible purification, in honorable redemption, at the starting block of the path to thusness, with medals in the mud.

The men sitting in the center yard didn’t even notice how a dog ran across the yard, a mutt of the kind that were everywhere — they had the stocky body of a shepherd dog, a massive head, and legs comically short for their otherwise robust build, yet despite this fact, they still gave a somewhat dignified impression as they scurried around the town on their dog business. This particular dog, however, had a whole stick of “Spring” sausage in its jaws. To grasp the exceptional nature of this fact, one must consider that “Spring” — like other sausage types — had not been seen by anyone for a long time. Therefore, the men thought it was just an ordinary unexplainable phenomenon or simply a hallucination, something you might see but didn’t necessarily have to believe. It would have been much less noteworthy if the same dog had been wearing a shirt with raglan sleeves and a straw hat, walking up to the men on its hind legs, making friendly conversation, and then offering to sell brand-new Adibass tracksuits at a good price.

Alissa sensed that after jumping into the hole, she had fallen into a trap — a bag, as they say — but it wasn’t a proper trap since it was open at the other end, hence it was a tunnel, as it clearly wasn’t a cluster or a lump. The vertical shaft, several meters in diameter, was lined with old spider webs, grease remnants, bat guano, and streaks of apple jam. The dog with the “Spring” sausage floated past her, occasionally letting go of the sausage, doing a few somersaults, and then grabbing the pink sausage stick again with playful nonchalance, yet firmly, with its back teeth. Alissa felt like the first monkey launched into space, with everything still ahead of her but without much of an idea of what to make of it all.

In the passing car, Cybotron’s main song was playing, a name Alissa couldn’t recall at the moment, but its refrain was her personal earworm favorite. The refrain was also the only vocal part of the song, identical to the song’s title, which in turn described the song’s drive — or general essence, as it was said back then.

“My cosmic cars, cosmic cars,” they all shouted together.

Alissa knew she was just one of the experimental quick minds, literally a person of the future, whose consciousness was configured in such a way that in the current mental situation it would have been clearly too much. Therefore, only a few copies like her were in circulation, making it something secret, political, even cosmic, about which Alissa obviously couldn’t care less, as she knew for sure from personal experience more about space than the project writers or astrologers. At least it gave her a pleasant tripping feeling, especially if supported by plenty of “tooth repair” and glue, and the superiority of feeling independent from proles, pioneer leaders, Kolkhoz workers, and Octoberists — especially annoying was that the latter enthusiastically chatted about some “Tatarjan,” not distinguishing between Mickey Mouse and the wolf from Nu Pogodi cartoon — the conventionalists, war veterans, generally strong t-tebilitants, the common Normkore folk, and other people with hopelessly outdated brain models “...or human puppets,” Alissa added in her mind for clarification — because one must always clarify oneself from time to time.
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