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The writer Pavel Pulin was strolling along the street one day, not hurrying, but also not dawdling. He had almost reached the boulevard. Just here, many years ago, on walks with his nurse, he would whine and complain, out of laziness, and his nurse would croon gently but inexorably: ‘We’ll just go as far as the Clear Pond and say hello to the little ducklings. Then we’ll go home and make you some nice porridge.’


Nurse Klava was long gone, and the pond would be covered with ice right now. He walked along at an even pace, his breath misting in the frosty air. Fine, everything’s fine. The most important thing was to avoid anything that would mar the delicate fabric of a successful start to the day. And the beginning of a new life.


Yes, the tension had gone; he was breathing more easily. He had never allowed himself to be troubled by wandering gypsy women before, and as a result he’d got into a complete state for nothing. So much for pride – that besetting sin of the intelligentsia! Instead of falling prey to delusions, he should have taken to herbal remedies straightaway and got his nerves in order. It’s your nerves, Lida had said over and over again, but he’d got on his high horse. Old prisoners don’t have nerves, he’d say. So he’d gone and let his imagination run away with him instead of acknowledging his own mental state.


At this point, Pulin had the unpleasant feeling that he was talking himself into something, persuading himself that he had been ill and now was not. He forced himself to cheer up at once: he was well! Completely well, just as the old woman had promised! He had stopped hallucinating after all, and slept like a baby at night. The fears that had dogged him for so long now seemed ridiculous. Certainly, in psychiatric hospitals They could do what they liked with people, but to think that They could do it from a distance without one knowing – no, that was nonsense. Pulin shook off his gloom and ventured to take pleasure in the light snow, in a passing pair of nice legs in tight boots, his own lightness of heart. But then he made a mistake: he looked back over his shoulder. Immediately he started to sway and gasp for breath.


He knew those two: they were figures from his nightmares. They had appeared on ordinary Moscow streets as well, over the past two months, on buses and subway trains, in public places, always following him. There they were, dressed in their usual mackintoshes: one with a face like a chest of drawers, the other with a face like nothing at all, just a flesh-coloured oval. Clearly, the old gypsy woman had not helped after all.


A young man in a mackintosh, but with an ordinary square jaw, leapt towards the writer, lifted his head off the icy asphalt, looking concerned. All the blood drained out of Pulin’s face, his eyes filled with dread, and he seemed to take leave of himself, yet knowing at the same time that the back of his head was held fast. As those who have had the experience say, the whole of his life flashed before his eyes. In that brief moment, he rejoiced at love, shuddered with fear and squirmed with shame so many times that there was really no need to rush him to intensive care. However, rules are rules, and that was where he was delivered.


Thirty-two minutes later Filipp Savich, head of the Fifth Directorate of the KGB, phoned one of his trusted subordinates.


‘Andrei Mikhalych? Listen, I need you to go over to Pavel Pulin’s widow –’


‘What?’


‘OK, calm down! She’s not a widow yet, but apparently he’s not expected to live. A massive heart attack. You writers are a nervy lot. Use your own judgement when you get there, but make sure that when she gets the news, you’re really supportive. The main thing is to see that nothing gets taken out of the apartment. Drop a hint about the State Literary Archive, the importance of preserving our literary heritage, that kind of thing. It seems that he’s got a manuscript “in the bottom drawer”. I want that manuscript on my desk tomorrow.’


‘I’m on my way, Filipp Savich.’


‘Good luck.’


Andrei Mikhalych, now forty-nine, was like a child when it came to riding in taxis, even though this was already 1970 and one would think he had had ample time to get used to it. But he never had, and still got a thrill from being driven in a saloon car. You tell the driver where to take you, and he takes you. This, comrades, is a far cry from some grubby train carriage, or a military transport, or a rickety truck requisitioned for wartime use from some collective farm and smelling of pigs. Andrei Mikhalych now had his own Pobeda which he stubbornly refused to part with even though it was an old model, bought with his Stalin Award. However, it would be unwise to drive himself today, he needed to concentrate on the task in hand. He never used official cars on jobs like this, so there would be less gossip. Let the taxi driver watch the traffic lights. Meanwhile, he could lean back and relax, not thinking, so that he would be sure to do the right thing by instinct.


When Pulin’s widow-to-be opened the door, Andrei Mikhalych radiated sincerity and restrained elation.


‘Lidochka Petrovna, I’m so sorry to come by without warning, but I’ve just left the meeting, and couldn’t resist coming here, to be the first one to … But maybe Pavlik already knows? Is he at home?’


Despite this jovial tone, Lidochka Petrovna’s first reaction was a stab of dread. Her face fell and she stared mutely at him with eyes full of frightened inquiry. She was too surprised to take in the fact that her guest, not just anybody but Andrei Mikhalych Belokon himself, had called her husband ‘Pavlik’, entirely naturally. Had she been capable of connected thought she would have recalled that her not so fortunate husband had called Belokon a high-ranking son-of-a-bitch. But Pavlik had been acting very strangely lately, anyway, seemed terribly withdrawn and said all sorts of wild things which he refused to explain. He just frowned when she questioned him, so she had stopped asking.


‘He’s gone out … I’m not sure when he’ll be back …’


‘Well, there’s justice in that, too: who should be the first to hear the good news but “the dear companion of my darkest days”?’ He felt that he had to quote from Pushkin to show that his business was pure literature. ‘However, I won’t keep you in suspense: there was a meeting up there,’ Andrei Mikhalych pointed upward meaningfully, ‘and I was there too, for my sins. You know we’re getting ready for the Lenin anniversary. And as there’s no bypassing our best and most talented people for that, Pavlik’s name naturally came up. I know that we writers aren’t favourites with those higher up, they’re afraid to give us too much leeway … Especially those of us who’ve retained our integrity but who aren’t too well adapted to everyday life. But talent – ah, talent will always come through! Better late than never, eh?’


This was Lidochka Petrovna’s cue to respond, and she nodded, trying to gather her wits.


‘In any case, it has already been decided to award Pavlik the Order of Distinction for the centenary. We’ll try to push through the Workers’ Red Banner for him as well, but that’s not up to me, alas. Then there’s the matter of issuing his work in three volumes – to publish, or not to publish? I’m all for publication, naturally, but what do you think the Soviet Writer editorial board thinks?’


‘What?’ breathed the still stunned Lidochka Petrovna. She was trying to rein in her imagination, but already it was leaping up towards the peeling paint of the ceiling.


‘They’ve included it in their publication schedule,’ announced Belokon triumphantly. He was honestly pleased by the wife’s delight: let the poor woman enjoy a few minutes of hitherto undreamt-of bliss. Hope always makes life easier, doesn’t it, comrades? It would be very fleeting, true, but surely it was better than nothing?


‘Well, that’s about it, except’, continued Belokon delicately, ‘in May we’re sending a delegation to Paris, for a meeting with progressive writers. They should be there for Victory Day, just as a reminder, so to speak … After all, Pavlik fought in the war, he was decorated. So we conferred and decided … He’s never been abroad, has he?’


‘He was, in ’45,’ replied Lidochka Petrovna with dignity.


How little it takes for a person to start putting on airs! Already, she was holding her head higher. Amazing! However, Andrei Mikhalych did not take offence.


‘Lidochka Petrovna, we were all there in ’45! Except for the ones who were evacuated to Tashkent … Well, they’ll be staying at home this time, too.’


‘Are you in this delegation?’ she managed to ask. This was not a casual or empty question: it was plain that if Pavlik were to go, then someone would be sent to keep an eye on him – and on all the others. This would at least explain why Belokon had condescended to pay this visit. But Andrei Mikhalych continued to radiate benevolence.


‘I don’t need to tell you how our delegations are composed: one front line war veteran, one woman, one representative of a national minority, one youth representative, and so forth. Pavlik and I are the same age, we both fought in the war, so what would be the sense of sending the two of us? I’ll go later to the film festival in Poland.’


Lidia Petrovna felt ashamed of her cynical suspicions. It looked as though Belokon had voluntarily stepped aside so that Pavlik could go to Paris, while it would have been easy for him to go himself. Heavens, what kind of a hostess was she – here the man had come with the best of intentions, and she was cross-questioning him instead of at least offering him a cup of tea. Belokon graciously took up the offer of tea, and Lidia Petrovna, remembering to smile, emerged from her earlier confusion, set out a dull glass sugar-basin and brewed the tea Moscow-style, with care and expertise.


Conversation over the tea became warm and friendly, and all that was needed for Lidia Petrovna’s cup of joy to overflow was for Pavlik to walk in right now and hear the news. While she wondered whether to get out the bottle of cherry liqueur or wait for her husband’s return, Lidia Petrovna listened to Andrei Mikhalych’s tale of how the chestnuts bloom in Paris in May, his recollections of ’45, and his insistence that her talented husband should look over all his manuscripts without loss of time since he was on such a lucky streak. There ought to be a chance of periodical publication for a good many things. He, Belokon, ventured to hope that his journal would be allowed first refusal.


‘What do they call it? Droit de seigneur!’ he laughed. ‘Old friends, and all that – we get first pick, then all those other foreign friendly magazines or whatever can scramble for what’s left.’


He told Lidia Petrovna a great many interesting details about how he and her husband had met while being treated for their first war wounds, two greenhorns. How, because they were absolutely dying for a smoke, they managed to steal some tobacco from … but Lidia Petrovna was not destined to learn whose tobacco they stole, because the phone rang, and almost immediately she gave a long and unnatural gasp of despair.


There was no knowing what she would have done if Belokon had not been there, but since he was he immediately took everything into his own hands. He made up a dose of valerian to calm her down, even though his hands shook and he dropped the glass at his first attempt. He yelled at someone over the phone, demanding that something be done and without any of the usual delays. Tactfully, he asked the widow whether she wanted him to call anyone to come in and help her. When she said she wanted nobody, he stayed with her, not like some casual acquaintance who would have left her to her own devices. No, he was not one to shirk another’s grief – that’s what wartime comradeship meant. She even cried on his shoulder later, when the tears finally came. His nondescript jacket smelled slightly of tobacco. He smoked the same cigarettes as Pavlik.


It is a well-known fact that Soviet writers are given first class funerals. Or a notch lower, depending on their rating. Those whose duty it is to organize these funerals never make a mistake. The widows do not need to do anything, so Lidia Petrovna did not even try. Nor did she have to be involved with deciding what to do with Pavel’s writings. That would have been terrible: going through his papers, reading his recent annotations, seeing his uneven handwriting, or the tiny devils in their little houses that he doodled in the margins. She could not have coped, she would have gone out of her mind. Yet she knew she must not delay. The last thing she could do for Pavlik was to ensure that a collection of his works was published soon. It was what he too would have wanted. Belokon came to the rescue again. She need only say ‘Do what you think best’ in an exhausted voice for him to organize everything.


Her recollections of the funeral itself were hazy, but anyone there would have said that everything went as it should. The literati present noted who came and who stayed away and who ignored whom. For a few days there was a certain amount of talk, but as nothing out of the ordinary happened the gossip quickly died down. Filipp Savich, however, had his mind on something else. Very soon, he had to have a serious discussion with Belokon.


Filipp Savich never invited people he trusted to his office. There were other places for this purpose. Nor did he invite many of them to his own home. Andrei Mikhalych was one of the lucky few. Meetings like these were good for the ego and terrible for the liver. For one thing, Filipp Savich had a great deal of power, something Belokon admired and responded to keenly. Just as gravity, they say, can distort space and time, so power changes the character and physiology of those who come within its orbit. There is no shame in this, nor is there any resisting it: yes, it brings a rush of adrenalin, yes, it makes the pulse race faster … yet how much more intense life seems in those moments, how spectacularly one can soar or fall! Actually, Belokon had had very few falls.


Everything was so modest and harmonious: fine leather armchairs, a low roughly polished table, a white bearskin (evidence of the host’s skill as a hunter) thrown carelessly on the floor. Coffee, cognac, lemon – nothing sloppy, everything austere and unadorned. Yet how different was this simplicity from that simplicity which had overwhelmed Belokon so long ago, and gripped his imagination even now. On that occasion he had taken in nothing: not the greatcoat, nor the pipe – had they existed at all? Maybe they were something invented by film makers. There seemed to be nothing else present in that place of muted echoes from dimensions inaccessible to man. Only He was there with the still young Belokon, whose whole being was alive with the sense that he stood before a father, a master, a judge.


The current regime was different, for all that it purported to be the same. Belokon sensed a depressing divergence, uninspiring by comparison. Nevertheless, he knew how to deal with the current powers too.


‘You’re sure that she doesn’t know?’


‘I’d stake my head on it, Filipp Savich. There’s another way to check, though.’


‘No, there’s no need. I’ll rely on you in this. If the manuscript’s not in the apartment and the widow doesn’t know anything, let’s figure out who might have it. He couldn’t have buried it, could he? What do you think?’


‘The thing is, Filipp Savich, he was very much of a recluse. After he got involved in signing that protest back in ’66, his nerves went to pieces. He hasn’t had many friends since. Then there was that business when they all quarrelled.’


Filipp Savich remembered that well.


‘Yes, yes, go on.’


‘He’s got one or two friends, that’s all. Nikolin is probably the closest to him, or used to be. I don’t know whether he still was at the end.’


‘Who’s this Nikolin? Remind me.’


‘Writes children’s books, but he’s not one of the best. He’s been a member of the Union of Writers since –’


‘Oh, yes!’


‘He didn’t come to the funeral. Phoned the wife to apologize, said he had flu and was running a high temperature. A little strange, I thought.’


‘You think he might be our man?’


‘It won’t hurt to check.’


Thus Anton Semyonovich Nikolin, now code-named ‘Storyteller’, was included in the investigation launched by the Fifth Directorate of the KGB. For the time being, the investigation was listed as ‘checking out a signal’.
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Since the storyteller claimed he had been sick, this was a fairly easy matter to confirm. Naturally, the doctor was not summoned to report to the KGB, but was tactfully approached at work in the district clinic – the Storyteller did not rate registration in a special clinic. So – the doctor was asked – did so-and-so request a house visit? Yes. It’s noted on his card. Was he sick? We-e-ll, probably. What do you mean by ‘probably’? What that means, comrades, is that we’re in the middle of a flu epidemic, which we are calling isolated cases of respiratory tract infection, RTI, because we don’t have such things as epidemics.


And doctors get sick, too. This means their workload falls on those who haven’t yet succumbed. When does a doctor have to be extra vigilant? When the patient wants a certificate to get off work. There’s a limit on the number of such certificates. Sometimes when a person is genuinely ill, he can’t be given a certificate because the limit has been reached: so what do you do? Claim that he’s malingering? In any case, you can’t give him a certificate …


The doctor was young, not broken in yet, and seemed ready to expound at length on the injustice of the situation. Politely but firmly he was steered back to the point at issue. All right, he said, writers don’t need medical certificates because they work at home. All they need is a prescription. Yes, something was prescribed, it’s all here on the card. Antibiotics. No, he didn’t check his temperature, the patient was not a child, after all, and he didn’t need a certificate … Yes, yes, we’ve got that. So what else do you want? The diagnosis is registered right here: RTI. If that’s what it says, then that’s what he had. Is that certain? Co-o-mrades, just look at this list of house calls for that day – do you really think it’s possible to remember each one?


The doctor was disappointingly formal, shuffling his papers as if to say: the documentation is in order, so leave me alone. Either he knew more than he was saying, or he was plain scared. The attempt at a heart-to-heart talk fell flat. Pity. District doctors can frequently be of great help to the Directorate.


Well, there’s more than one way to skin a cat. How old is the Storyteller? Forty. A good age. Let’s take a look at his associates … Hmm, not much there, hardly anyone. That’s no good. A Soviet writer should maintain creative contacts with his colleagues. Who else is on the file who would be younger than the Storyteller, but higher in rank? A good boss knows all his agents, of course, but it doesn’t hurt to go through the files from time to time, to jog the memory. Every so often this leads to fresh ideas.


So, what do we have? … Hmm … This one won’t do – he’s become a bit introspective lately … and this one’s hitting the bottle … Time to weed out the agents who are no longer up to scratch. Ah, here’s the man we want! Usmanov. Kirill Sergeich. Shortened his name to Kir in a burst of artistic affectation, and publishes under that name. Code-named agent Arseni.


Sociable, charming, talented. Member of the Union of Writers. Yes, travelled abroad. Four times. Twice to capitalist countries. Recruited after his first trip overseas. Resisted and tried to wriggle out at first, but has settled down and is doing good work, keen as mustard.


So let’s start an operational check on the signal. We’ll put Arseni to work first. And take the plan to Filipp Savich for approval.


Filipp Savich approved.


Anton Nikolin, totally unaware that he had been cast as the Storyteller – and even less, by whom – really had been down with the flu. For several nights, huge pale horses appeared from the corners of his room, trotted up to his bed and snorted in his face. He was so unsteady on his legs that he could barely manage to reach the toilet or the phone. The antibiotics made his stomach ache, and Auntie Xenia, who lived across the landing, felt sorry for him and plied him with homemade yoghurt.


But every bad patch eventually comes to an end. Luckily for him, the sun was shining and the frost was not too penetrating when he set out for Vagankovskoye cemetery to pay his respects to Pavel. He knew, of course, that Pavel was not there, and that all he would be doing would be staring meaninglessly at the little mound of earth covered with frozen wreaths and bouquets. However, he believed that there was life only where there was a dearth of meaning. Wherever meaning reared its head – especially great meaning – it usually threatened life. He punched his ticket on the bus, and sat there, his neck swathed in a well-worn scarf. In truth, he preferred to say his goodbyes to Pavel alone. He would go and see Lidia Petrovna later. He would listen to what she had to say, trying not to show his unease, and mutter something inadequate, knowing that he would never find the right words. He didn’t have the gift. For some reason, Lidia Petrovna was so silly he found it hard to respect her. Now with Auntie Xenia it was quite different; her he even admired.


Nikolin did not consider himself a practical person. Vague, uncertain-looking, he had no reason to do so. However, he had sufficient wit to slip the cemetery watchman three roubles. The old man escorted him kindly to the grave of Pavel Pulin, and just as kindly disappeared about his business without a word.


But it was cold, so cold! Just as well the marble slab had not been put in place yet, that would have made it even colder. The earth, for all it was frozen solid, seemed somehow cosier. Nikolin felt no grief, nor did he try to force himself to do so. He took a handful of seeds from his pocket, and threw them on the snowy mound for the robins or the other birds around. He did not know what he thought about or how long he stood there. Time moves differently in a cemetery. For that reason, he did not notice at first that he was no longer alone.


Kir Usmanov, in a suede coat and beaver fur collar, fussed around, pulling off his gloves. His mouth twisted in a childish grimace, he tried not to blink. Not wishing to stare, Nikolin turned his gaze back to the wreaths. Usmanov had not brought seeds, but stood there crumbling an ordinary small greyish baker’s loaf. The cold nipped his fingers, as he rolled the soft substance of the loaf between his hands. Nikolin was not pleased to have his solitude interrupted; it was not as though this was a public bar, after all.


‘That’s the way it goes, eh?’ muttered Kir, looking guilty and helpless. Nikolin felt ashamed of himself: here was someone grieving, and he was probably in the way. Still, who would have guessed …


‘You have no idea how much I owe him,’ gulped Kir, as if in answer to Nikolin’s thought.


Hurriedly, stumbling over his own words, he began to relate how as a provincial student, he had come to see the recently rehabilitated writer. Fool that he was, he had taken his poetry to show him – and him a prose writer, would you believe it! He wanted advice on his future, not from a writer of influence but from one he could respect; and who was more to be respected than yesterday’s internee? He went on to describe how Pulin, still showing traces of his stint in the Kolyma camps, still unfamiliar with the new times and new ways, did exactly what was needed: received the youngster warmly, gave him his blessing, and boosted his self-confidence.


‘I left his home a new man … He lived in some filthy communal flat at the time, because his wife was registered there – he had no rights at all then, hadn’t even received permission to register for residence in Moscow. It scared me, the way he spoke: short words, barely moving his lips. I thought that it must be a habit from prison: you know, so that you wouldn’t know someone was talking. Then he smiled, and I saw that he hadn’t had time to have any false teeth made. When I came in, I walked straight into someone’s long-johns, hanging in the corridor to dry. Yes, long-johns, pegged to a washing-line. Slap, right in my face, and I thought – he has to put up with this every day. Still, when I was leaving we laughed together about that forest of washing. He walked me to the door, and you can’t imagine how reluctant I was to go, he had to give me a little shove to get me moving, as if to say, come on, off you go! I ran down the stairs happy as a ten year old, and just as full of myself. I felt so happy I bought an icecream on the corner and dripped it all over my trousers … I was a child of the war, you know, no father …’


Nikolin understood what it was to be a fatherless child. Pavel came so alive in Kir’s outpourings that Nikolin felt a stab of pain and had to reproach himself for a flash of stupid jealousy. Usmanov finished crumbling the bread, and stood there awkwardly, shifting from foot to foot. This would have been the moment for them to part, but somehow they moved off together. When they passed through the cemetery gates, Kir was horrified to learn that Nikolin had come by public transport, on such a cold day and so soon after being ill. He insisted on giving him a lift in his Moskvich to the Writers’ Club where they could warm up in the cosy lower hall and each in his own way raise a glass to the memory of their friend.


Soon Usmanov was calling Nikolin ‘old man’, while Nikolin marvelled silently at what an agreeable fellow this Kir had turned out to be. Why had he avoided him? What was there to dislike about him, once you got to know him? Yes, there had been some unpleasant gossip, but in literary circles, who doesn’t become the subject of gossip at one time or another? So what about that idiotic poem Kir had published somewhat rashly in the journal October? One look into Kir’s tortured eyes was enough to show that he was not the shameless opportunist Nikolin had imagined him to be.


‘Yes, old man, it made me sick just to shave – couldn’t look myself in the face. But what could I do? The poem I wrote was completely different. I felt inspired when I wrote it, as if I was hearing an echo. And then it started: take this out, add some optimism here. They – you know what? They completely dispossessed me! They appropriated my intellectual property! As for me, I was flailing around like an unwilling virgin, and maybe would have got away with it if my brother hadn’t got into trouble with the law.’


‘Brother?’


‘Well, yes. That is – no. Not by blood, I mean. A brother from the orphanage. I spent three and a half years there before my mother took me back. Nobody came for him though, so he grew up at the mercy of the state. He worked as a driver in the army, then took to long-distance trucking. Sometime later, he clipped a small car – some Zaporozhets – and was charged with causing grievous bodily harm while under the influence. My poor Mishka! One winter we had just the one coat between us, we took turns wearing it. Naturally, I ran around trying to do something for him. In that situation, I couldn’t go on struggling, I agreed to everything They wanted, and would have agreed to more. Thank God I didn’t have to. If anyone thinks the worse of me for that – let them.’


‘Did you get him off?’


‘He was given a twelve-month suspended sentence. So I suppose you could say yes. The thing is, I have a huge family. Forty-two, all brothers, not a single girl, the girls were kept in a different institution. They all know that I’ve made good, and think that there’s nothing I can’t do. Now you – you’re a man of conscience, everyone respects you. So now you tell me, tell me about conscience. What should you do when you have a real live person on one hand, and your principles on the other?’


There is no saying what Nikolin would have answered, but he didn’t have to, because at that moment they were approached by the humorist Mulin, red-cheeked from the cold outside, who asked them to sign in some friends of his. It was a rule that not just anybody could come into the Writers’ Club restaurant, but only those who were entitled. Every person so entitled could bring in one guest, for cultural and creative relaxation. Mulin had brought along three people, who were waiting outside until Mulin could rustle up some help.


Mulin’s guests were cinema people, a lively trio with the lack of inhibition typical of actors. They ordered mushrooms and other titbits. Nikolin felt warm and relaxed in their company. White tablecloths, the bearded actor puffing on a pipe, both girls good-looking, wearing the latest in modern boots, but without any airs or graces. It turned out that Kir knew them all, and the discussion, for some reason, centred on the Novgorod school of icon painting, the fifteenth century, and, as far as Nikolin could judge, the girls were as knowledgeable as any specialist on icons. If indeed there were any such specialists left nowadays.


Either because Nikolin had finally got his hands on some tobacco (he always smoked one cigarette after another when he was drinking), or because some errant viruses were still cruising round his body, he fell into a violent and embarrassing coughing fit.


‘You’re still far from well, old man,’ sympathized Kir. ‘All these tablets and powders we swallow ruin our health even if they do get rid of the bugs at the same time. Our grandfathers knew better. Tell you what – why don’t I pick you up tomorrow and we’ll go to the Sanduny for a good old-fashioned steam bath? An old fellow in Yelovichi showed me a rub-down that will get rid of anything. You just have to know the right pressure points. But it has to be done after a steam bath, the old boy said, or it won’t work. If you’re not as spry as a spring chicken after that, I’ll shave my hair off! Now, Nastenka, wouldn’t you say that’s a fair bet?’


He bent his head towards her lap, so that she could appreciate his abundant, liberally waved light brown hair.


Nastenka – delightful creature! – ran her hand over his head as if appraising a mink pelt.


‘Little scalp-hunter!’ Mulin laughed. Nikolin and Kir grasped hands, and Nastenka struck them smartly apart to make the bet official.


Anton Nikolin, like most solitary people, would have been surprised to hear himself described as such. He was not a native Muscovite, but had managed by sheer luck to stay in Moscow after graduating from teachers’ training college. He had none of those ties which most people have (or are cursed with) such as relatives, family connections, neighbours, childhood friends – they all remained back in Lipetsk, and faded away after his mother’s death.


He became used to the capital by fits and starts, as he found himself hustled from one Moscow world to another. For some reason, his recollections of the grim and sinister Moscow of 1948 were all evening ones. Lights shining through rain, cars whizzing by, glaring headlights and indecipherable street signs. He was far too shy to ask passers-by for directions. Half of his fellow-students were army veterans, so the men in the class were divided into those who had fought in the war, and those who had not seen action. The eighteen-year-old Nikolin was still growing, but he had a quick tongue and could handle himself well in a fight, a young man in the army reserve, dressed in a tattered pair of trousers of which he was painfully ashamed. All the girls ignored him, even though there were never enough men to go round at dances. And the ones who did dance with him, behaved as though they were dancing with someone else. He knew only too well that they were pretending they were dancing with the Ringo Kid, or some other son-of-a-bitch from a foreign movie, whoever was the current idol. It was him they were seeing as they stared through Nikolin. Nikolin himself was a mere sop to their vanity, to save them from the ultimate humiliation of being a wallflower at the dance. Occasionally, a sense of fair play would prompt one of them to bestow on him a smile or a languorous sigh – here’s a sop to your pride, too.


Then came the Moscow of 1953, with the momentous funeral which dwarfed any other events of that year. He recalled the Moscow of that time as a morning city, with tram wheels striking sparks from the tracks on a clear, white day. Everyone seemed to be waiting for something, while pretending to be busy with everyday affairs. Nikolin was relieved to see the end of standing ovations: only then did he allow himself to admit how painful and degrading he had found them in his student years. At every meeting – and what week passed without one meeting at least? – it had taken only one mention of the beloved Leader’s name for a couple of bastards in the front row to leap to their feet, as if by command. Then, like it or not, the whole auditorium would rise to its feet and clap until blue in the face. Nikolin stood up and applauded, too, glancing sideways at his neighbours to make sure that he wasn’t the first to stop clapping. In that unlucky event, chances were that someone would notice it and report you. But the beloved Leader died, and the vogue for standing ovations fizzled out. Moreover, it emerged that Nikolin wasn’t the only one to feel relief, and there was added relief in the fact that people actually began to say so in as many words. By this time, Nikolin was teaching mathematics in a highly respected boarding school. He liked to organize hikes outside the city, and was adored equally by his pupils, their parents and the unmarried women teachers. However, he felt sure that the most important part of his life lay ahead, that his energies were up to more than looking after the school parquet flooring, organizing Christmas trees for New Year and supervising the school news-sheet.


There was also the Moscow of blazing rows in communal apartments, of government departments with mind-boggling acronyms, of endless hours spent queuing in corridors outside big doors covered with fake leather, of endless pilgrimages through slushy streets for yet another official violet stamp. That was later, though, after he had married Lucia. And always at the last moment the precious residence permit seemed to elude him; the last moment followed by yet another last moment, over and over again. By the time he finally became a legal resident of the city, Nikolin had no strength left for rejoicing.


The Moscow of 1956 was like a whirlwind. Hundreds of thousands back from the camps, as though from beyond the grave, daring new publications, the Thaw, science fiction in the bookshops. A promise is always better than reality, and there was a promise then – freedom! Looking back at the newspapers of the time now, it all seems like a dream. But Nikolin remembered. It was there, it was! Why else were they all swept up in that wave of intoxication?


Then it emerged that he, a young and promising writer, welcomed to the staff of a youth magazine, knew next to nothing of the literary world. He mixed up editors’ names, had no clear idea of the function of Glavlit, the main censorship administration, was ignorant of the structure of the Writers’ Union – like an alien from outer space. At his first literary dinner, where he found himself almost at the very centre of affairs, he happened to ask naïvely who Lesyuchevsky was. His remark was followed by an awkward silence around the table. Later he was told that many people admired him for asking such a question, and that everyone remembered him for it.


Nikolin never stopped feeling himself an outsider in writers’ circles, as though he were a charlatan or a student preparing to sit an examination for which he was unprepared. There were many things in conversation he did not understand, and many silences he was even less adept at interpreting. He feared making blunders, and so avoided asking questions. Afterwards, when understanding came, he shied away from it out of fear of contamination: what if I should become like that?


Everything that followed was so tied up with Lucia and Dasha that he tried not to remember.


Sadly, life had not made him a regular visitor at the Sanduny Bath House, as he realized the next day.


Kir plied the bunch of birch twigs with dexterity and confidence. Then they switched, took a plunge in the cold pool and now lay ‘flapping their gills’ as Kir put it, on marble slabs, resting before the next round in the steam room. This is where their conversation took a philosophical turn.


‘You know what your problem is, old fellow? I read about it once in an American journal – it’s called “mid-life crisis”. God knows how that translates into Russian, but the idea’s a sound one. Something happens to you at that age. The more talented you are, the worse it will be. Ailments of all sorts, depression, a feeling that everything’s in the past, and there’s nothing to look forward to. What would you call that?’


‘The devil messing you around.’


‘Perfect!’ exclaimed Kir. ‘You’re a genius, my friend. Can I use that expression?’


‘I didn’t make it up – it’s been around for ever.’


‘No, I mean, can I borrow it?’


‘Be my guest … How about a glass of beer?’


‘Uh-uh! Another round of steam, then I’ll give you that rub-down I told you about, and then we’ll have some beer. But not a drop until we’re through.’


The old man’s rub-down exhausted them both. When Nikolin could feel his legs again, he tried to get up and felt as though he were floating. The sensation was incredible: he felt weightless and could move with no effort. Kir, naked and laughing, stood by, his wet hair falling over his eyes.


‘Well, how do you feel? Like a new-born babe, eh?’


‘Oh, yes. But how will you manage to drive the car? Won’t we take off?’


However, the drive home was uneventful, and Kir gladly accepted Nikolin’s invitation to come in. They brewed a pot of ferociously strong tea and whiled away a pleasant hour or two together.


On the second Tuesday of every month, agent Arseni had to arrive at a certain street crossing at a specific time. Here, he would flag down a ‘private’ car for which he never had to wait. He would get in, leave a written report, receive further instructions or orders, answer questions. He also had to sign for sums of money issued for operational expenses. They need not humiliate him to that extent, Kir felt, but humiliate him They did, all the way along the line. On the whole, Kir had become accustomed to the situation, but every now and then he would be shaken by a real, boiling hatred. Sometimes this hatred was directed at Those to whom he reported; at other times, at those about whom he was collecting information. Occasionally his hatred had no particular object. For instance, look at that crowd of people waiting for the lights to change. Standing there, just standing there like a flock of sheep, the stupid bastards …
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Andrei Mikhalych Belokon prepared to get down to some work. He liked both the process and the ritual of preparation. Pleasurably and without haste, he put his study and especially his desk in order. Then he switched on his heavy, green-shaded desk lamp. They don’t make lamps like that any more, now it’s all contemporary chic! Damned modernists. He checked the points of his pencils, both the ordinary ones, and the red and blue ones with the word ‘Kremlin’ in gold on the sides: these were deputies’ pencils, which he treasured from the last Congress. Finally, he moved his typewriter to the middle of the desk, put a stack of clean paper on the right, and the manuscript on the left. Just as well the desk was large, a writer should have a large desk. Our factories these days don’t turn out desks like this any longer – Belokon had had his made to order back in ’48.


He settled himself comfortably in his chair, and cast a satisfied look around the room. Everything was just as it should be. It jarred a little that the portrait was not in its proper place. These days, the portrait hung in his bedroom. A bedroom is a private place, and you can keep whatever you like there. As for the study – well, the study is the front line of the ideological struggle. Anyone and everyone can come in here, messengers from the editorial offices, colleagues, favour-seekers and journalists. If today’s rules meant that the portrait should not be in the study, there was no more to be said. Belokon knew all about discipline.


That was the reason he was working this evening: a manuscript had been forwarded urgently from the Central Committee for appraisal. Belokon began to read, then paused in dismay at the deplorable reluctance of today’s editors to assume responsibility. If this had been submitted to his journal, he would never have dreamed of bothering the Central Committee with it, but handed it straight to Filipp Savich. On the other hand, the author was far from being an unknown. That’s what happens, thought Belokon sourly, when we let people like this rise to prominence, and then have to rack our brains about what to do with them in order to avoid a scandal of international proportions. What shall we do, oh what shall we do? Send them to the mines, that’s what: the old tsar was right in that, at least.


Belokon carefully marked all the ideologically unacceptable places and inserted a sheet of paper in his typewriter.


The plot of the story supposedly centres round the great turning point in the life of the village …


I make no mention of the prosody and style of the work, as it is my opinion that if the very ideological basis of the work is unsound, it cannot be justified by stylistic or poetic inevitability …


Minor problems are presented as supposedly major ones, the entire effect is contrived …


Damn, that was twice he’d used ‘supposedly’ on the same page. Never mind, he would substitute a suitable synonym later, no sense losing track now.


The story contains numerous statements offensive to the regime, which are not rebutted later. See pages 14, 32, 65, 115, 274 …


Expressions of hostility towards the state and the Party, frequently presented in veiled terms, are left to stand. Under the guise of criticism, the author introduces unacceptable, and at times demoralizing anti-socialist propaganda …


Now, let’s move on to the author himself, and send off the appraisal tomorrow morning by courier to the Cultural Section. Belokon went on to mention the author’s contribution to the Tarusa Pages, his signature under collective anti-Soviet petitions to the government, and his outspoken behaviour at the Writers’ Congress.


His task completed, Belokon leaned back and stretched his protesting spine. Half-past nine already, fancy that! Olga must be getting ready to put Denis to bed. Belokon rose hurriedly. Suddenly, he wanted nothing more than to play with his grandson. It’s good to have your daughter living across the landing. He had been right to organize this when he got the flat. Probably the only good thing to come from her marriage. That and Denis, of course. Nothing gets silly ideas out of girls’ heads as quickly as night-time feeds, tummy upsets and the attendant joys of motherhood.


Denis was watching the last minutes of Goodnight, Children on television and squealed with pleasure at the sight of his grandfather.


‘Grandpa! Hooray! Let’s play Red cavalry!’


He swarmed up on to his grandfather’s shoulders. The boy was growing, no longer a featherweight. Belokon neighed loudly, tossed his head, and the game was on. Puffing and happy, they proceeded to demolish the enemy – the blinds, divan cushions and the coat-stand in the hallway, after which Olga dragged Denis off for his bath. She was clearly upset about something.


‘I don’t want you to bath me, I want Grandpa!’ yelled Denis, and Belokon, grinning broadly, stuck his head around the bathroom door.


‘Comrade commander-in-chief, permission to speak, please! Allow me to commence bathing of the conscript and to ensure enforcement of the command “lights out!”’


Olga smiled slightly, pushing a strand of hair back from her face.


‘Permission granted, comrade volunteer. Your selfless valour will be rewarded with crab salad.’


For the next half hour, Belokon duly displayed selfless valour, despite the changing fortunes of war. Olga pottered around in the kitchen to the accompaniment of shouts and laughter from the bedroom.


A complex man, her father. He’s become a bit heavier, but still looks marvellous for his age. Full head of grey hair, no sagging chin. How many women must have wanted to step into her late mother’s shoes since ’52? Olga had been only fifteen, but had understood this well enough. She had waited, prepared to reject any stepmother who appeared in their home. But this had never occurred. Father and daughter continued to live together, with a cleaning woman coming in to keep the apartment in order. They grew increasingly close but quarrelled violently, neither able to word an apology, but merely pretending that nothing had happened once the storm had blown over. There was a time when she had hated and been ashamed of him: for his reputation as a bully-boy in literary circles, for the smirks on the faces of just about everyone she met, who would say: ‘Are you related to that Belokon?’ For the way he lied and believed his own lies with indecent sincerity. For the way he idolized Stalin, he and his circle of old friends, filled with the same passion and with the eyes of killers. His eyes would become like that, too, whenever he drank with them, and she would be afraid of him in those moments. There was a time when she would shout accusingly:


‘You’d walk over corpses if you had to!’


Eventually she had left home, but when he collapsed with what the doctors called a ‘hypertensive crisis’, she had come to the hospital every day with bunches of his favourite carnations. She knew the cause of his illness: that very same ‘walking over corpses’, but this time by her.


‘Where is my big army belt?’ came a mock-ferocious roar from the bedroom.


Olga snorted with laughter. By the time she was six she had realized this threat had no substance. Denis had not been fooled for a moment since he was born.


Belokon wrinkled his nose at the sight of cognac glasses on the table, and Olga reacted immediately.


‘I’ll tell the doctor on you! You should be grateful that he gave you permission to drink cognac!’


‘Madame is in a bad mood, I see. Something wrong?’


‘Oh, they’ve put back publication of the book. Five hundred and twenty-eight pages plus the cover, all in colour. Now you tell me, what reason can there be to put off publication of a children’s book?’


‘Who’s the author?’


‘Nikolin. Remember, I told you last autumn? And the illustrations were really good …’


‘Always my modest child,’ grinned Belokon affectionately. He remembered how much trouble Olga had taken over those illustrations: ran around museums, went to Kolomenskoye for some reason … She was certainly conscientious, thank goodness. Still, she could have done a lot better than illustrating books for all and sundry. Why, she could have become a portrait painter, or done landscapes … After all, she had an excellent education. He would have pulled some strings to help her along, she could have had an album of her work published by now, held exhibitions. But no, she dug in her heels and refused any offer of assistance.


Olga swallowed the ‘modest’ without comment, but a raised brow indicated a change from ‘variable conditions’ to ‘storm warning’. Belokon had always loved watching that mobile brow. Lisa used to do that, and nobody else. He tried to calm her down.
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