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by Lyubomir Nikolov

The seeker of happiness is like a drunkard

who cannot find the road home,

yet knows that he has a home.

— Voltaire
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The first morning she did not wake coincided with a full moon. Somewhere beneath the windows a rooster crowed until morning, and the wind blew in from a distant sea. The morning arrived clean, as if rinsed by rain. There was vigor in that day — and yet Nadia did not wake. She slept without stirring. Her face bore none of the loneliness of the abandoned; instead, she looked almost buoyant, as if wherever she was drifting, she was among friends.

Voronov nudged her. She did not wake. Toward noon he tried again, and then real fear set in. He shook her, pinched her, clapped his hands near her ears, sang to her, pleaded with her, held perfume beneath her nostrils, splashed her with water — but she continued to sleep. He often laid his head on her chest to listen for her breathing, and each time was astonished to find it steady. Her heart beat exactly as it had through all her thirty-two years. Her cheeks were pink. She was entirely his Nadia — except that she refused to wake.

He might have let her lie that way as long as she wished, if only she did not terrify him with the indifference of a corpse.

He called his friend Ruby, a retired doctor from the nearby village, already hard of hearing. Ruby tried to wake her too, performing nearly the same ritual. He slapped her cheeks, blew a hunting horn that hung on the wall, pried open her eyelids and shone a light into them, sighed reproachfully — and still she did not wake. Nadia lay on in bliss.

“Either it’s lethargic sleep, or it’s a coma,” Ruby said. “If it’s lethargic sleep, she’ll wake within two weeks. If it’s a coma — only God knows. Pour liquids and food into her mouth so she stays alive.”

Food was concrete — something he could grasp — and he devoted himself to it. He dissolved honey in water and poured it into her mouth until she broke out in a rash. Only then did he learn that honey caused allergies, and he stopped. He switched to juices. One morning, desperate to wake her, he brewed strong coffee and, after it cooled, fed it to her through a tube. Nothing. It seemed to him her face brightened, but her eyes remained closed.

“Nadia, Nadia,” he called several times a day. He encouraged her, and on rare occasions scolded her. At night he slept pressed against her, and all night long they spoke in dreams. In the morning he preferred to believe it had all been delirium.

One night Voronov came home drunk, crazed with grief, lay beside her, and held her until dawn.

“Forgive this wretched good-for-nothing,” he whispered into her ear — the man who, instead of watching over you with reverence, clings to you until exhaustion, as before. I imagine that you are sleeping. Sleeping the way you slept beside me for so many nights — only now you do not wake. I can see you as alive, or as already gone. Because now you are somewhere in between. That is why I have chosen to see you as alive. Get up, my love — there is work to be done.”

After some time he noticed her belly had begun to swell. He reduced her food, but her body continued to grow. He felt ashamed.

“Have you no shame, Nadia,” he sometimes said. “You’ve always been slender. Don’t start letting yourself go now.”

The doctor noticed as well. After a thorough examination he said, “She’s pregnant.”

Ruby studied him carefully. “It’s not impossible,” he said, “but tell me yourself...”

Voronov froze, scratched his head, then clenched his fist and tried to tear out a lock of his own hair.

“Pregnancy during a coma usually proceeds normally,” Ruby added, resigned. “The body knows what it’s doing. The birth, of course, will require a caesarean section — the brain can’t command the muscles to contract. Arrange the journey. Take her to give birth on the mainland.”
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Word spread through the village. What might once have been taken for shame was forgotten; the miracle — that a half-dead woman was carrying a child — grew instead into veneration. They counted the days according to the doctor’s estimate.

“Six months and three days,” they said.

They brought food, baby clothes, advice. Voronov dismissed them curtly.

One fortune-teller lingered. Voronov could not restrain himself and asked what she saw.

“I see her alive,” she said, “but when you rise, she will fall — and she will become you. I see confusion. I see your head on her body and hers on yours. Then she speaks, but with a slightly male voice — that’s how I hear it. I don’t know what it means, but that’s how it will be.”

“You’re not helping me,” he said.

“I can’t,” the woman replied, and left without taking the money.

Voronov sensed that the world was beginning to arrange itself beyond his understanding of it. He felt caught in an illicit grip, because it turned out that his searching had never been about understanding the inexplicable or the greater-than-us. His searching had been wandering — until he stepped into a trap.

And you thought you were seeking shelter, Voronov. Safety. But can there be any?

Ruby visited often, drawn by the strangeness of the case.

“A peaceful man achieves more than a diligent one,” the doctor said once, “because he surrenders himself to the admiration of natural order. And isn’t lethargy the ultimate nirvana — the complete concealment of the self within the body? Contemplation, silence, gentleness, total surrender to divine grace. And behold — a child appears. That’s logical. I’m not saying it’s an immaculate conception. We both know it isn’t. But it had to happen. It was written.”

“There’s something else that troubles me,” Ruby continued. “The child receives from the mother what has been learned by the ancestors. There is a kind of transfusion — we can only guess at it — but without it, the child won’t know which world it’s entering. It will stare blankly. Such a child would lack reason and become a burden. So you must take care. Speak to it. Sit by her belly and talk. Sing, if you want. Let the creature understand that it is human.”

Thus began the days in which Voronov — a man of few words — managed to say aloud everything he had ever thought. Then he repeated it. Then he grew afraid that it was all meaningless, because it should come from the mother’s mind. So he fashioned a cardboard funnel, placed the wide end over Nadia’s head, and whatever he said, he said into the funnel, so the baby would believe it came from its mother.

He sang badly and against his will. He imitated household animals, imitated himself, counted aloud as if arithmetic had to be memorized, told stories of places he had been and places he knew only from others. Sometimes he complained to the baby and asked what would happen next, as though a medium lived in the womb.

On days when he felt strong, Voronov lifted Nadia and strapped her to himself. Together with the child inside her, the three of them walked the yard at night. Once they nearly fell — he caught a branch just in time. The baby seemed to flinch.

For a full week Voronov sat by Nadia’s bed, drenched in sweat and questions. Why had this happened now? Why when she slept? Why after two years of trying? He struck his head with his fist, pressed his forehead to the wall. Who needed this brutal farce?

Sometimes he played records on the gramophone, and bound together, the three of them danced. He imagined the baby would be a girl — a dancer from the moment she learned to walk. Afterward he laid Nadia back in bed. She was like a giant doll with a broken mechanism, unwilling to open her eyes. Yet something in her belly ticked — a mystery unfolding according to laws embedded in her body, without the participation of reason.

At night he took Nadia’s hand and used it to stroke her belly, sang to the baby, cut her nails, sometimes opened her mouth and blew into it with full lungs. In his sleep he wandered holding the child’s hand — the child inexplicably taller and wiser than he was. That dream gave him strength, because it came from a possible future.
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In his former life, Aleksi Voronov had tried everything. He even had a following of students. He experimented with intensity, with heightened metabolism. During periods when he ate like a weightlifter, he strained his tendons to the point of tearing, overstressed muscles that trembled on their own in feverish delirium. He grew massive and angry. Coarse. His mind devoted entirely to the body, without room for a single other thought. He became a perpetually feeding circus athlete, watching others with hunger — a gigantic bald tiger reeking of musk, a man with an abdomen paved like a cobblestone street and the testicles of a bull, a broad-shouldered sensei who handed out slaps to lazy students. He felt crude, indecent. He ate enough for three men and lifted weights only to burn calories. He was a steamroller spinning in place, vibrating with tension. A monstrous trainer — and it seemed none of the students loved him.

Then he tried something else: hunger. Cells devoured themselves, stealing from one another whatever they could, assuming the deprivation was temporary. When they realized it was not, they panicked and rebelled so fiercely that Aleksi fell ill with a dozen ailments at once. The illnesses devoured one another, waited for a spoonful of cough syrup — sugar — waited to be rubbed with alcohol so they might relax. But no. He kept them hungry.

He fasted so long that his body finally surrendered, stopped desiring anything at all, angrily abandoning him to split his own skull. With his students he sat for hours in silence, each on a separate tatami, each free to assume whatever asana they wished. Here he taught only by example. In fasting, he became a teacher to others — but not to himself. He had discarded one system of values with ease, but had not discovered what should replace it.

“Old fool, Voronov,” he told himself. “Brute force doesn’t work. There’s some thread I need to grasp, but I can’t see which one. It might be a rope — or it might be a hair.”

Between us, being a sensei is a long and punishing responsibility. Others expect you to pour purified wisdom into them; you want, twice as much, to justify that trust. Without noticing, you begin to resemble a diligent grandmother sealing jars of sweet fruit for winter. You preserve a set of tested truths so they may sit untouched for years, even centuries.

Voronov absorbed the illusion that this was possible from statements like Flaubert’s: Correctness treats thought the way the waters of the Styx treated Achilles’ body — it renders it invulnerable and indestructible.

Aleksi Voronov believed in correctness. He decided to search for invulnerable correctness — or, failing that, as a Plan B, to tear the meniscus of truth.

There are things, he thought, that are ordered: the steady growth of a child, the proportional thickening of spines in living creatures, spirals in hair, jellyfish tentacles. A divinely predictable world. A world coiled around itself, offering no escape. A world that has bitten its own tail. Within it exist thousands of thoughts in which we are entangled — thoughts unchanged since the day the creator made us. More and more people thinking the same things, like mold endlessly replicating.

He came to believe that happiness lay in the brain giving birth to a single thought never before conceived — something new, with the freshness of a newborn world. But he had reached the limit. Every thought now was a combination of things read, heard, repeated. Recycled waste. Not thought, but residue. Words fluttering like Tibetan prayer flags — colorful, numerous, identical.

Yet there are unordered things: the wreckage of a plane crash, bloodstains, marbles scattered across a floor, the sound of a slap and a broken bone — everything shattered, hurled, broken apart. There exists a world created by breaking this one.

Voronov wanted to create a world that would be a function of his own intention.

If we wished to mock him, we might say he wanted to rupture the hymen of hidden meaning and soothe himself.

He believed there was a peculiar serenity in damaged harmony. Egas Moniz discovered this by accident. In 1935 the Portuguese physician invented what he believed to be the perfect treatment for mental illness: by drilling into the skull and severing the connection between the prefrontal cortex and the rest of the brain, even the most psychotic patient became meek. Moniz called it prefrontal lobotomy.

In the 1940s the method was widely used. They treated the sick — and the inconvenient. For this discovery Moniz received the Nobel Prize. He created obedient citizens. Brought them closer to flowers. Bravo.

Today he would receive no prize. Today, those who secretly practice such neurological short-circuiting rot in prison — if caught. But in the early twentieth century, when this was accepted practice, they succeeded in taming man by depriving him of his humanity.

From the outside, one might say Voronov wanted to reconstruct the broken world. He dreamed of assembling from fragments a predictable, personal universe — a partial world created by will. One might also call this foolishness, because such an equation contains too many unknowns.

Voronov wanted to break the repetitive harmony of stupidity and reorder the fragments — but to do it well. Poor man: he believed the ordering of the world was his personal responsibility. A laboratory vision. Naïve.
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One evening, two dusty silhouettes broke away from the path, crossed the dry field, and approached the house. They were a man and a woman in their early thirties, carrying tall backpacks with objects dangling from every strap — two lively, slender wanderers. They belonged to that category of good people who are rarely welcomed. For precisely that reason, Voronov welcomed them warmly. He invited them inside, set whatever food he had on the table, and they began to talk.
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