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“How can we live, without our lives?”


— John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath
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Significant Cigarettes


ON THE COACH, Lev chose a seat near the back and he sat huddled against the window, staring out at the land he was leaving: at the fields of sunflowers scorched by the dry wind, at the pig farms, at the quarries and rivers and at the wild garlic growing green at the edge of the road.


Lev wore a leather jacket and jeans and a leather cap pulled low over his eyes, and his handsome face was gray-toned from his smoking, and in his hands he clutched an old red cotton handkerchief and a dented pack of Russian cigarettes. He would soon be forty-three.


After some miles, as the sun came up, Lev took out a cigarette and stuck it between his lips, and the woman sitting next to him, a plump, contained person with moles like splashes of mud on her face, said quickly, “I’m sorry, but there is no smoking allowed on this bus.”


Lev knew this, had known it in advance, had tried to prepare himself mentally for the long agony of it. But even an unlit cigarette was a companion—something to hold on to, something that had promise in it—and all he could be bothered to do now was to nod, just to show the woman that he’d heard what she’d said, reassure her that he wasn’t going to cause trouble; because there they would have to sit for fifty hours or more, side by side, with their separate aches and dreams, like a married couple. They would hear each other’s snores and sighs, smell the food and drink each had brought with them, note the degree to which each was fearful or unafraid, make short forays into conversation. And then later, when they finally arrived in London, they would probably separate with barely a word or a look, walk out into a rainy morning, each alone and beginning a new life. And Lev thought how all of this was odd but necessary and already told him things about the world he was traveling to, a world in which he would break his back working—if only that work could be found. He would hold himself apart from other people, find corners and shadows in which to sit and smoke, demonstrate that he didn’t need to belong, that his heart remained in his own country.


There were two coach drivers. These men would take turns to drive and to sleep. There was an on-board lavatory, so the only stops the bus would make would be for gas. At gas stations, the passengers would be able to clamber off, walk a few paces, see wild flowers on a verge, soiled paper among bushes, sun or rain on the road. They might stretch up their arms, put on dark glasses against the onrush of nature’s light, look for a clover leaf, smoke and stare at the cars rushing by. Then they would be herded back onto the coach, resume their old attitudes, arm themselves for the next hundred miles, for the stink of another industrial zone or the sudden gleam of a lake, for rain and sunset and the approach of darkness on silent marshes. There would be times when the journey would seem to have no end.


Sleeping upright was not something Lev was practised in. The old seemed to be able to do it, but forty-two was not yet old. Lev’s father, Stefan, sometimes used to sleep upright, in summer, on a hard wooden chair in his lunch break at the Baryn sawmill, with the hot sun falling onto the slices of sausage wrapped in paper on his knee and onto his flask of tea. Both Stefan and Lev could sleep lying down on a mound of hay or on the mossy carpet of a forest. Often, Lev had slept on a rag rug beside his daughter’s bed, when she was ill or afraid. And when his wife, Marina, was dying, he’d lain for five nights on an area of linoleum flooring no wider than his outstretched arm, between Marina’s hospital bed and a curtain patterned with pink and purple daisies, and sleep had come and gone in a mystifying kind of way, painting strange pictures in Lev’s brain that had never completely vanished.


Toward evening, after two stops for gas, the mole-flecked woman unwrapped a hard-boiled egg. She peeled it silently. The smell of the egg reminded Lev of the sulfur springs at Jor, where he’d taken Marina, just in case nature could cure what man had given up for lost. Marina had immersed her body obediently in the scummy water, lain there looking at a female stork returning to its high nest, and said to Lev, “If only we were storks.”


“Why d’you say that?” Lev had asked.


“Because you never see a stork dying. It’s as though they didn’t die.”


If only we were storks.


On the woman’s knee a clean cotton napkin was spread and her white hands smoothed it, and she unwrapped rye bread and a twist of salt.


“My name is Lev,” said Lev.


“My name is Lydia,” said the woman. And they shook hands, Lev’s hand holding the scrunched-up kerchief and Lydia’s hand rough with salt and smelling of egg, and then Lev asked, “What are you planning to do in England?” and Lydia said, “I have some interviews in London for jobs as a translator.”


“That sounds promising.”


“I hope so. I was a teacher of English at School 237 in Yarbl, so my language is very colloquial.”


Lev looked at Lydia. It wasn’t difficult to imagine her standing in front of a class and writing words on a blackboard. He said, “I wonder why you’re leaving our country when you had a good job at School 237 in Yarbl?”


“Well,” said Lydia, “I became very tired of the view from my window. Every day, summer and winter, I looked out at the schoolyard and the high fence and the apartment block beyond, and I began to imagine I would die seeing these things, and I didn’t want this. I expect you understand what I mean?”


Lev took off his leather cap and ran his fingers through his thick gray hair. He saw Lydia turn to him for a moment and look very seriously into his eyes. He said, “Yes, I understand.”


Then there was a silence, while Lydia ate her hard-boiled egg. She chewed very quietly. When she’d finished the egg, Lev said, “My English isn’t too bad. I took some classes in Baryn, but my teacher told me my pronunciation wasn’t very good. May I say some words and you can tell me if I’m pronouncing them correctly?”


“Yes, of course,” said Lydia.


Lev said, “Lovely. Sorry. I am legal. How much, please? Thank you. May you help me?”


“May I help you,” corrected Lydia.


“May I help you,” repeated Lev.


“Go on,” said Lydia.


“Stork,” said Lev. “Stork’s nest. Rain. I am lost. I wish for an interpreter. Bee-and-bee.”


“Be-and-be?” said Lydia. “No, no. You mean ‘to be, or not to be.’ ”


“No,” said Lev. “Bee-and-bee. Family hotel, quite cheap.”


“Oh yes, I know. B&B.”


Lev could now see that darkness was falling outside the window and he thought how, in his village, darkness had always arrived in precisely the same way, from the same direction, above the same trees, whether early or late, whether in summer, winter, or spring, for the whole of his life. This darkness—particular to that place, Auror—was how, in Lev’s heart, darkness would always fall.


And so he told Lydia that he came from Auror, had worked in the Baryn sawmill until it closed two years ago, and since then he’d found no work at all, and his family—his mother, his five-year-old daughter, and he—had lived off the money his mother made selling jewelry manufactured from tin.


“Oh,” said Lydia. “I think that’s very resourceful, to make jewelry from tin.”


“Sure,” said Lev. “But it isn’t enough.”


Tucked into his boot was a small flask of vodka. He extracted the flask and took a long swig. Lydia kept eating her rye bread. Lev wiped his mouth with the red handkerchief and saw his face reflected in the coach window. He looked away. Since the death of Marina, he didn’t like to catch sight of his own reflection, because what he always saw in it was his own guilt at still being alive.


“Why did the sawmill at Baryn close?” asked Lydia.


“They ran out of trees,” said Lev.


“Very bad,” said Lydia. “What other work can you do?”


Lev drank again. Someone had told him that in England vodka was too expensive to drink. Immigrants made their own alcohol from potatoes and tap water, and when Lev thought about these industrious immigrants, he imagined them sitting by a coal fire in a tall house, talking and laughing, with rain falling outside the window and red buses going past and a television flickering in a corner of the room. He sighed and said, “I will do any work at all. My daughter, Maya, needs clothes, shoes, books, toys, everything. England is my hope.”


Toward ten o’clock, red blankets were given out to the coach passengers, some of whom were already sleeping. Lydia put away the remnants of her meal, covered her body with the blanket, and switched on a fierce little light above her under the baggage rack and began reading a faded old paperback, printed in English. Lev saw that the title of her book was The Power and the Glory. His longing for a cigarette had grown steadily since he’d drunk the vodka and now it was acute. He could feel the yearning in his lungs and in his blood, and his hands grew fidgety and he felt a tremor in his legs. How long before the next gas stop? It could be four or five hours. Everyone on the bus would be asleep by then, except him and one of the two drivers. Only they would keep a lonely, exhausting vigil, the driver’s body tensed to the moods and alarms of the dark, unraveling road; his own aching for the comfort of nicotine or oblivion—and getting neither.


He envied Lydia, immersed in her English book. Lev knew he had to distract himself with something. He’d brought with him a book of fables: improbable stories about women who turned into birds during the hours of darkness, and a troop of wild boar that killed and roasted their hunters. But Lev was feeling too agitated to read such fantastical things. In desperation, he took from his wallet a brand-new British twenty-pound note and reached up and switched on his own little reading light and began to examine the note. On one side, the frumpy Queen, E II R, with her diadem, her face gray on a purple ground, and on the other, a man, some personage from the past, with a dark drooping mustache and an angel blowing a trumpet above him and all the angel’s radiance falling on him in vertical lines. “The British venerate their history,” Lev had been told in his English class, “chiefly because they have never been subjected to Occupation. Only intermittently do they see that some of their past deeds were not good.”


The indicated life span of the man on the note was 1857–1934. He looked like a banker, but what had he done to be on a twenty-pound note in the twenty-first century? Lev stared at his determined jaw, squinted at his name written out in a scrawl beneath the wing collar, but couldn’t read it. He thought that this was a person who would never have known any other system of being alive but Capitalism. He would have heard the names Hitler and Stalin, but not been afraid—would have had no need to be afraid of anything except a little loss of capital in what Americans called the Crash, when men in New York had jumped out of windows and off roofs. He would have died safely in his bed before London was bombed to ruins, before Europe was torn apart. Right to the end of his days, the angel’s radiance had probably shone on this man’s brow and on his fusty clothes, because it was known across the world: the English were lucky. Well, thought Lev, I’m going to their country now, and I’m going to make them share it with me: their infernal luck. I’ve left Auror, and that leaving of my home was hard and bitter, but my time is coming.


Lev was roused from his thoughts by the noise of Lydia’s book falling to the floor of the bus, and he looked at her and saw that she’d gone to sleep, and he studied her face with its martyrdom of moles. He put her age at about thirty-nine. She appeared to sleep without travail. He imagined her sitting in some booth with earphones clamped to her mousy hair, buoyant and alert on a relentless tide of simultaneous translation. May you help me, please? No. May I help you.


Lev decided, as the night progressed, to try to remember certain significant cigarettes of the past. He possessed a vibrant imagination. At the Baryn sawmill he’d been known, derogatorily, as a “dreamer.” “Life is not for dreaming, Lev,” his boss had warned. “Dreaming leads to subversion.” But Lev knew that his nature was fragile, easily distracted, easily made joyful or melancholy by the strangest of small things, and that this condition had afflicted his boyhood and his adolescence and had, perhaps, prevented him from getting on as a man. Especially after Marina had gone. Because now her death was with him always, like a shadow on the X-ray of his spirit. Other men might have been able to chase this shadow away—with drink, or with young women, or with the novelty of making money—but Lev hadn’t even tried. He knew that forgetting Marina was something he was not yet capable of doing.


All around him on the coach, passengers were dozing. Some lay slumped toward the aisle, their arms hanging loosely down in an attitude of surrender. The air was filled with repetitive sighing. Lev pulled the peak of his cap farther over his face and decided to remember what was always known by him and his mother, Ina, as “the poinsettia miracle,” because this was a story that led toward a good ending, toward a smoke as immaculate as love.


Ina was a woman who never allowed herself to care about anything, because, she often said, “What’s the point of it, when life takes everything away?” But there were a few things that gave her joy and one of these was the poinsettia. Scarlet-leafed and shaped like a fir, resembling a brilliant man-made artifact more than a living plant, poinsettias excited in Ina a sober admiration, for their unique strangeness, for their seeming permanence in a world of perpetually fading and dying things.


One Sunday morning some years ago, near to Ina’s sixty-fifth birthday, Lev had got up very early and cycled twenty-four miles to Yarbl, where flowers and plants were sold in an openair market behind the railway station. It was an almost autumnal day, and on the silent figures setting out their stalls a tender light was falling. Lev smoked and watched from the railway buffet, where he drank coffee and vodka. Then he went out and began to look for poinsettias.


Most of the stuff sold in the Yarbl market was fledgling food: cabbage plants, sunflower seeds, sprouting potatoes, currant bushes, bilberry canes. But more and more people were indulging their half-forgotten taste for decorative, useless things and the sale of flowers was increasing as each year passed.


Poinsettias were always visible from a long way off. Lev walked slowly along, alert for red. The sun shone on his scuffed black shoes. His heart felt strangely light. His mother was going to be sixty-five years old and he would surprise and astonish her by planting a trough of poinsettias on her porch, and in the evenings she would sit and do her knitting and admire them, and neighbors would arrive and congratulate her—on the flowers and on the care her son had taken.


But there were no poinsettias in the market. Up and down Lev trudged, staring bleakly at carrot fern, at onion sets, at plastic bags filled with pig manure and ash.


No poinsettias.


The great catastrophe of this now announced itself to Lev. So he began again, retracing his steps along the lines of stalls, stopping now and then to badger the stall holders, recognizing that this badgering was accusatory, suggestive of the notion that these people were grays, keeping the red plants out of sight under the trestles, waiting for buyers who offered American dollars or motor parts or drugs.


“I need poinsettias,” he heard himself say, like a man parched with thirst or a petulant only child.


“Sorry, comrade,” said the market traders. “Only at Christmas.”


All he could do was pedal home to Auror. Behind his bicycle he dragged a homemade wooden trailer (built with offcuts poached from the Baryn lumber yard) and the wheels of this trailer squeaked mockingly as the miles passed. The emptiness of Ina’s sixty-fifth birthday yawned before Lev like an abandoned mine.


Lev shifted quietly in his seat, trying not to disturb Lydia’s sleep. He laid his head on the cool window glass. Then he remembered the sight that had greeted him, like a vision, in some lost village along the road: an old woman dressed in black, sitting silently on a chair in front of her house, with a baby sleeping in a plastic pram by her side. And at her feet a motley of possessions for sale: a gramophone, some scales and weights, an embroidered shawl, a pair of leather bellows. And a barrow of poinsettia plants, their leaves newly tinctured with red.


Lev had wobbled on the bike, wondering if he was dreaming. He put a foot down on the dusty road. “Poinsettias, Grandma, are they?”


“Is that their name? I call them red flags.”


He bought them all. The trailer was crammed and heavy. His money was gone.


He hid them under sacks until it was dark, planted them out in Ina’s trough under the stars, and stood by them, watching the dawn come up, and when the sun reached them, the red of their leaves intensified in a startling way, as when desert crocuses bloom after rain. And that was when Lev lit a cigarette. He sat down on the steps of Ina’s porch and smoked and stared at the poinsettias, and the cigarette was like radiant amber in him, and he smoked it right down to its last centimeter and then put it out, but still kept it pressed into his muddy hand.


Lev slept, after all.


He woke when the coach stopped for gas, somewhere in Austria, he assumed, for the petrol station was large and bright, and in an open bay to one side of it was parked a silent congregation of trucks, with German names written on them, lit by orange sodium light. Freuhof. Bosch. Grunewald. Königstransporte . . .


Lydia was awake, and together she and Lev got off the bus and breathed the cool night air. Lydia pulled a cardigan round her shoulders. Lev looked for dawn in the sky, but could see no sign of it. He lit a cigarette. His hands trembled as he took it in and out of his mouth.


“It’s going to be cold in England,” said Lydia. “Are you prepared for that?”


Lev thought about his imaginary tall house, with the rain coming down and the television flickering and the red buses going past.


“I don’t know,” he said.


“When the winter comes,” said Lydia, “we’re going to be shocked.”


“Our own winters are cold,” said Lev.


“Yes, but not for so long. In England, I’ve been told, some winters never quite depart.”


“You mean there’s no summer?”


“There is summer. But you don’t feel it in your blood.”


Other passengers from the coach were now wandering around the gas station. Some were making visits to the washrooms. Others just stood about, as Lev and Lydia were doing, shivering a little, onlookers unsure what they were looking at, arrivals who had not yet arrived, everybody in transit and uncertain what time their watches should be telling. Behind the area where the trucks were parked lay a deep, impenetrable darkness of trees.


Lev had a sudden desire to send a postcard from this place to his daughter, Maya, to describe this night limbo to her: the sodium sky, the trees unmoving, the glare of the pay station, the people like people in an art gallery, helpless before the unexplained exhibits. But Maya was too young to understand any of this. She was only five. When morning came, she would take Ina’s hand and walk to school. For her lunch, she would eat cold sausage and poppy-seed bread. When she came home, Ina would give her goat’s milk with cinnamon in a yellow glass and raisin cakes and rose-petal jam. She would do her homework at the kitchen table, then go out into the main street of Auror and look for her friends, and they would play with the goats and chickens in the dust.


“I miss my daughter already,” Lev said to Lydia.


By the time the coach crossed the border between Germany and Holland, Lev had surrendered himself to it: to his own small space by the window; to the eternal hum of the air conditioning; to the quiet presence of Lydia, who offered him eggs and dried fruit and pieces of chocolate; to the smell and voices of the other passengers; to the chemical odor of the on-board lavatory; to the feeling of moving slowly across wide distances, but moving always forward and on.


Watching the flat fields and the shimmering poplars, the canals and windmills and villages and grazing animals of the Netherlands going past, Lev felt so peaceful and quiet that it was as if the bus had become his life and he would never be asked to stir from the inertia of this bus life ever again. He began to wish Europe were larger, so that he could linger over its scenery for days and days to come, until something in him altered, until he got bored with hard-boiled eggs and the sight of cattle in green pastures and he rediscovered the will to arrive at his destination.


He knew his growing apathy was dangerous. He began to wish that his best friend, Rudi, was with him. Rudi never surrendered to anything, and he wouldn’t have surrendered to the opium of the passing miles. Rudi fought a pitched battle with life through every waking hour. “Life is just a system,” Rudi often reminded Lev. “All that matters is cracking the system.” In his sleep, Rudi’s body lay crouched, with his fists bunched in front of his chest, like a boxer’s. When he woke, he sprang and kicked away the bedclothes. His wild dark hair gleamed with its own invincible shine. He loved vodka and cinema and football. He dreamed of owning what he called a “serious car.” In the bus, Rudi would have sung songs and danced folk dances in the aisle and traded goods with other passengers. He would have resisted.


Like Lev, Rudi was a chain-smoker. Once, after the sawmill closed, they’d made a smoke-filled journey together to the distant city of Glic, in the deep, purple cold of winter, when the sun hung low among the bones of trees and ice gleamed like a diamond coating on the railway lines, and Rudi’s pockets were stashed with gray money, and in his suitcase lay eleven bottles of vodka, cradled in straw.


Rumors of an American car, a Chevrolet Phoenix, for sale in Glic had reached Rudi in Auror. Rudi lovingly described this car as a “Tchevi.” He said it was blue with white and chrome trim and had only done two hundred and forty thousand miles, and he was going to travel to Glic and see it, and if he could beat the owner down on the price, he was going to damn well buy it and drive it home. The fact that Rudi had never driven a car before didn’t worry him at all. “Why should it?” he said to Lev. “I drove a heavy-lifting vehicle at the sawmill every day of my fucking life. Driving is driving. And with American cars you don’t even have to worry about gears. You just slam the stick into the ‘D-for-drive’ position and take off.”


The train was hot, with a fat heating pipe running directly under the seats. Lev and Rudi had a carriage to themselves. They piled their sheepskin coats and fur hats into the luggage rack and opened the vodka suitcase and played music on a tiny, shrieking radio, small as a rat. The hot vodka fug of the carriage was beautiful and wild. They soon felt as reckless as mercenaries. When the ticket collector came round, they embraced him on both cheeks.


At Glic, they stepped out into a snow blizzard, but their blood was still hot and so the snow seemed delectable to them, like the caress of a young girl’s hand on their faces, and they stumbled through the streets laughing. But by then the night was coming down and Rudi announced, “I’m not looking at the Tchevi in the fucking dark. I want to see it gleaming.” So they stopped at the first frugal guesthouse they found and sated their hunger with bowls of goulash and dumplings, and went to sleep in a narrow room that smelled of mothballs and linoleum polish, and never stirred till morning.


The sun was up in a clear blue sky when Lev and Rudi found their way to the Tchevi owner’s building. The snow all around them was thick and clean. And there it was, parked alone on the dingy street, under a solitary linden tree, the full extraordinary length and bulk of it, an ancient sky-blue Chevrolet Phoenix with white fins and shining chrome trim; and Rudi fell to his knees. “That’s my girl,” he said. “That’s my baby!”


It had its imperfections. On the driver’s door, one hinge had rusted away. The rubber windshield-wiper blades had perished to almost nothing in successive cold winters. All four tires were worn. The radio didn’t work.


Lev watched Rudi hesitate. He walked round and round the car, trailing his hand over the bodywork, scooping snow from the roof, examining the wiper blades, kicking the tires, opening and closing the defective door. Then he looked up and said, “I’ll take her.” After that, he began to haggle, but the owner understood how great was Rudi’s longing for the car and refused to lower his price by more than a fraction. The Tchevi cost Rudi everything he had with him, including his sheepskin coat and his fur hat and five of the eight bottles of vodka remaining in the suitcase. The owner was a professor of mathematics.


“I wonder what you’re thinking about?” asked a voice. And it was Lydia, pausing suddenly in her new task, which was knitting.


Lev stared at her. He thought it was a long time since anybody had asked him this. Or perhaps nobody had ever asked him, because Marina had always seemed to know what was in his mind and tried to accommodate what she found there.


“Well,” said Lev, “I was thinking about my friend Rudi and the time when I went with him to Glic to buy an American car.”


“Oh,” said Lydia. “He’s rich, then, your friend Rudi?”


“No,” said Lev. “Or never for long. But he likes to trade.”


“Trading is so bad,” said Lydia, with a sniff. “We shall never make progress as long as there is gray trade. But tell me about the car. Did he get it?”


“Yes,” said Lev. “He did. What are you knitting?”


“A sweater,” said Lydia. “For the English winter. The English call this garment a ‘jumper.’ ”


“A jumper?”


“Yes. There’s another word for you. Tell me about Rudi and the car.”


Lev took out his vodka flask and drank. Then he told Lydia how, after Rudi had bought the Tchevi, he drove a couple of times round the empty streets of the apartment estate to practise being at the wheel, with the professor of mathematics watching from his doorway, wearing an astrakhan hat and an amused expression on his face.


Then Lev and Rudi set off home, with the sun gleaming down on the quiet, icy world, and Rudi put on the car heater to maximum and said this was the nearest he would get to Paradise. The car engine made a low, grumbling sound, like the engine of a boat, and Rudi said this was the sound of America, musical and strong. In the glove box, Lev found three bars of Swiss chocolate, gone pale with time, and they shared these between cigarettes, which they lit with the radiant car lighter, and Rudi said, “Now I have my new vocation in Auror: taxi driver.”


Toward afternoon, still miles from their village, they stopped at a petrol station, which consisted of one rusty pump in a silent valley and a freckled dog keeping watch. Rudi honked the horn and an elderly man limped out of a wooden hut, where sacks of coal were on sale, and he looked upon the Tchevi with fear, as though it might have been an army tank or a UFO, and the freckled dog stood up and began barking. Rudi got out, wearing only his trousers and boots and checked shirt, and when he slammed the driver’s door behind him, the remaining hinge broke and the door fell off into the snow.


Rudi swore. He and the pump attendant gazed at this mishap, for which there didn’t seem to be any immediate remedy, and even the dog fell into a nonplussed silence. Then Rudi lifted up the door and attempted to put it back on, but though it went on all right, it wouldn’t stay on and had to be tied to the seat fixings with a frayed bit of rope, and Rudi said, “That fucking professor! He knew this would happen. He’s turned me over, good and sweet.”


Rudi stamped about in the snow, while the tank was filled with gas, because it was beginning to freeze again and Rudi had no coat or hat and the falling of the door had pricked his bubble of happiness. Lev got out and examined the broken hinges and said, “It’s just the hinges, Rudi. We can fix them back home.”


“I know,” said Rudi, “but is the fucking door going to stay on the car for the next hundred miles? That’s my question.”


They drove on, brimming with the petrol Lev had paid for, going west toward the sunset, and the sky was first deep orange, then smoky red, then purple, and lilac shadows flecked the snow-blanketed fields, and Lev said, “Sometimes this country can look quite beautiful,” and Rudi sighed and said, “It looked beautiful this morning, but soon we’ll be back in the dark.”


When the dark came on, ice formed on the windshield, but all the worn wiper blades would do was crunch over this ice, back and forth very slowly, making a moaning noise as they moved, and soon it became impossible to see the way ahead. Rudi drew the car to the side of the road, and he and Lev stared at the patterns the ice had made and at the faint yellow glow the headlights cast on the filigree branches of the trees, and Lev saw that Rudi’s hands were trembling.


“Now fucking what?” Rudi said.


Lev took off the woolen scarf he was wearing and put it round Rudi’s neck. Then he got out and opened the trunk and took out one of the three remaining bottles of vodka from the straw and told Rudi to turn off the engine, and as the engine died, the wiper blades made one last useless arc, then lay down, like two exhausted old people fallen end to end beside a skating rink. Lev wrenched open the vodka, took a long sip, then began pouring the alcohol very slowly onto the windshield and watched it make clear runnels through the ice. As the frosting slowly vanished, Lev could just make out Rudi’s wide face, very close to the windshield, like a child’s face gazing up in awe. And after that they drove on through the night, stopping to pour on more vodka from time to time and watching the illuminated needle of the petrol gauge falling and falling.


Lydia paused in her knitting. She held the “jumper” up to her chest, to see how much farther she had to go before casting off for the shoulder seam. She said, “Now I’m interested in that journey. Did you reach your home?”


“Yes,” said Lev. “By dawn we were there. We were pretty tired. Well, we were very tired. And the gas tank was almost empty. That car’s so greedy it’s going to bankrupt Rudi.”


Lydia smiled and shook her head. “And the door?” she asked. “Did you mend it?”


“Oh sure,” said Lev. “We soldered on new hinges from a baby’s pram. It’s fine. Except the driver’s door opens violently now.”


“Violently? But Rudi still drives the Tchevi as a taxi, with this violent door?”


“Yes. In summer, he has all the windows open and you can ride along with the wind in your hair.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t like that,” said Lydia. “I spend a lot of time trying to protect my hair from the wind.”


Night was coming down again when the coach arrived at the Hook of Holland and waited in a long line to drive onto the ferry. No berths had been booked for the passengers of the bus; they were advised to find benches or deck chairs in which to sleep and to avoid buying drinks from the ship’s bar, which charged unfair prices. “When the ferry arrives in England,” said one of the coach drivers, “we’re only about two hours away from London and your destination, so try to sleep if you can.”


Once aboard the boat, Lev made his way to the top deck and looked down at the port, with its cranes and containers, its bulky sheds and offices and parking lots, and its quayside, shimmery with oil. An almost invisible rain was falling. Gulls cried, as though to some long-lost island home, and Lev thought how hard it would be to live near the sea and hear this melancholy sound every day of your life.


The sea was calm and the ferry set off very silently, its big engines seemingly muffled by the dark. Lev leaned on the rail, smoking and staring at the Dutch port as it slipped away, and when the land was gone and the sky and the sea merged in blackness, he remembered the dreams he’d had when Marina was dying, of being adrift on an ocean that had no limits and never broke on any human shore.


The briny smell of the sea made his cigarette taste bitter, so he ground it underfoot on the high deck, then lay down on a bench to sleep. He pulled his cap over his eyes and, to soothe himself, imagined the night falling on Auror, falling as it always fell over the fir-covered hills and the cluster of chimneys and the wooden steeple of the schoolhouse. And there in this soft night lay Maya, under her goose-down quilt, with one arm thrown out sideways, as if showing some invisible visitor the small room she shared with her grandmother: its two beds, its rag rug, its chest of drawers painted green and yellow, its paraffin stove, and its square window, open to the cool air and the night dews and the cry of owls . . .


It was a nice picture, but Lev couldn’t get it to stabilize in his mind. The knowledge that when the Baryn sawmill closed Auror and half a dozen other villages like it were doomed kept obliterating the room and the sleeping girl and even the image of Ina, shuffling about in the dark before kneeling to say her prayers.


“Prayers are no fucking good,” Rudi had said when the last tree was sawn up and shipped away and all the machinery went quiet. “Now comes the reckoning, Lev. Only the resourceful will survive.”
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The Diana Card


THE COACH PULLED INTO Victoria at nine in the morning, and the tired passengers stepped off the bus into the unexpected brightness of a sunny day. They looked all around them at the shine on the buildings, at the gleaming rack of baggage carts, at the dark shadows their bodies cast on the London pavement, and tried to become accustomed to the glare. “I dreamed of rain,” said Lev to Lydia.


It felt very warm. Lydia’s half-finished jumper was stowed in her suitcase. Her winter coat was heavy on her arm.


“Good-bye, Lev,” she said, holding out her hand.


Lev leaned forward and put a kiss on each of Lydia’s mole-splashed cheeks and said, “May you help me. May I help you.” And they laughed and started to walk away—as Lev had known they would do—each to a separate future in the unknown city.


But Lev turned to watch Lydia as she hurried toward a line of black taxis. When she opened the door of her cab, she looked back and waved, and Lev saw that there was a sadness in this wave of hers—or even a sudden, unexpected reproach. In answer to this, he touched the peak of his leather cap, in a gesture he knew was either too military or too old-fashioned, or both, and then Lydia’s taxi drove away and he saw her looking determinedly straight ahead, like a gymnast trying to balance on a beam.


Now Lev picked up his bag and went in search of a washroom. He knew that he stank. He could detect an odd kind of seaweed stench under his checked shirt and he thought, Well, this is appropriate, I’m beached here now, under this unexpected sun, on this island . . . He could hear planes roaring overhead and he thought, Half the continent is headed this way, but nobody imagined it like it is, with the heat rising and the sky so empty and blue.


He followed signs to the station toilets, then found himself barred from entering them by a turnstile. He put down his bag and watched what other people did. They put money into a slot and the turnstile moved, but the only money Lev had was a wad of twenty-pound notes—each one calculated by Rudi to last him a week, until he found work.


“Please may you help me?” said Lev to a smart, elderly man approaching the stile. But the man put in his coin, pushed at the turnstile with his groin, and held his head high as he passed through, as though Lev hadn’t even come within his sight line. Lev stared after him. Had he said the words incorrectly? The man didn’t pause in his confident stride.


Lev waited. Rudi, he knew, would have vaulted over the barrier without a second’s pause, untroubled by what the consequences might be, but Lev felt that vaulting was beyond him right now. His legs lacked Rudi’s inexhaustible spring. Rudi made his own laws, and they were different from his, and this would probably always be the case.


Standing there, Lev’s longing to be clean increased steadily as the moments passed. He could feel stinging pains here and there on his skin, like sores. Sweat broke on his skull and ran down the back of his neck. He felt slightly sick. He took out a cigarette from an almost empty pack and lit it, and the men coming and going from the washroom stared at him, and those stares drew his attention at last to a NO SMOKING sign stuck onto the tiles a few feet from where he stood. He drew in a last sweet breath from the cigarette and ground it out under his feet, and he saw then that his black shoes were stained with mud and thought, This is the mud of my country, the mud of all Europe, and I must find some rags and wipe it away . . .


After some time, a young man, wearing overalls, unshaven, and carrying a canvas bag of tools, approached the washroom turnstile, and Lev decided that this man—because he was young and because the overalls and the work bag marked him as a member of the once-honorable proletariat—might not pretend that he hadn’t seen him, so he said as carefully as he could, “May you help me, please?”


The man had long, untidy hair and the skin of his face was white with plaster dust. “Sure,” he said. “What’s up?”


Lev indicated the turnstile, holding up a twenty-pound note. The man smiled. Then he rummaged in the pocket of his overalls, found a coin, handed it to Lev, and snatched the note away. Lev stared in dismay. “No,” he said. “No, please . . .”


But the young man turned, went through the barrier, and began to walk into the washroom. Lev gaped. Not a single word of English would come to him now, and he cursed loudly in his own language. Then he saw the man coming back toward him with a smile that made dark creases in the white dust of his face. He held the twenty-pound note out to Lev. “Only joking,” he said. “Just joking, mate.”


Lev stood in a toilet stall and removed his clothes. He took an old striped towel from his bag and wrapped it round his waist. He felt his sickness pass.


He went to one of the washbasins and ran hot water. From a seat by the entrance, the elderly Sikh washroom attendant stared at him with grave, unblinking eyes under his carefully wound turban.


Lev washed his face and hands, tugged out his razor, and shaved the four-day stubble from his chin. Then, careful to keep the threadbare towel in place, he soaped his armpits and his groin, his stomach and the backs of his knees. The Sikh didn’t move, only kept staring at Lev, as at some old motion picture he knew by heart, which still fascinated but no longer moved him. The feel of the warm water and the soap on Lev’s body was so soothing he felt almost like crying. Reflected in the washroom mirrors, he could see men glancing at him, but nobody spoke, and Lev soaped and scrubbed at his body until it was pink and tingling and the sea stench was gone. He put on clean underpants, then washed his feet and stamped on the towel to dry them. He took socks and a clean shirt from his bag. He ran a comb through his thick gray hair. His eyes looked tired, his clean-shaven face, gaunt in the cold light of the washroom, but he felt human again: he felt ready.


Lev repacked his things and went toward the door. The Sikh was still motionless on his hard plastic chair, but then Lev saw that near him was a saucer and that it contained a few coins—just a few, because people here were apparently in too much of a hurry to bother with a tip for an old man with bruised eyes—and Lev felt troubled that he had no coin to put in the saucer. After all the soap he’d used and the amount of water he’d splashed onto the floor, he owed the attendant some small consideration. He stopped and searched in his pockets and found a cheap plastic cigarette lighter he’d bought at the bus depot in Yarbl. He was about to put this in the saucer when he thought, No, this Sikh man has a job and a chair to sit on and I have nothing, which makes every single thing I own too precious to give away to him. Lev’s thinking in relation to the tip he was refusing to give grew more sophisticated when he told himself that the Sikh appeared so unmoved by everything that went on around him that he would therefore certainly be unmoved by a paltry cigarette lighter. And so Lev walked away and out through the turnstile, heading for the sunshine and the street, and he imagined that the Sikh wouldn’t even bother to turn his head to give him a reproachful stare.


Where the buses pulled in and drove out, Lev paused. Long ago—or it seemed long ago to him—when he’d booked his seat on the Trans-Euro bus, the young girl in the travel office had said to him, “On your arrival in London, you may be approached by people with offers of work. If these people come to you, do not sign any contract. Ask them what work they are offering and how much they will pay and what place they will find for you to sleep in. Then you may accept, if the conditions appear right.”


In Lev’s mind, these “people” resembled the policemen of cities like Yarbl and Glic, heavy types with muscled forearms and healthy complexions and handguns slung about their anatomy in clever places. And now Lev began hoping they would appear, to take from him all responsibility for the next few days and hours of his life. He didn’t really care what the “work” was, as long as he had a wage and a routine and a bed to lie in. He was so tired that he felt almost like lying down where he was, in the warm sunshine, and just waiting until someone showed up, but then he thought that he didn’t know how long a day was, a summer day in England, and how soon afternoon and evening would arrive, and he didn’t want to find himself still on the street when it got dark.


People arrived and departed in buses, taxis, and cars, but no one came near Lev. He began to walk, following the sun, very hungry suddenly, but devoid of a plan, even a plan for getting some food. He passed a coffee shop, and the smell of the good coffee was tempting, but though he hesitated on the pavement outside the place, he didn’t dare go in, worrying that he wouldn’t have the right denomination of money for the food and coffee he desired. Again, he thought how Rudi would have mocked this pathetic timidity and gone bounding in and found the right words and the right money to get what he wanted.


The street Lev was in was wide and noisy, with red buses swaying along close to the curb and the stench of traffic spoiling the air. There was no breeze. On a high building he saw flags hanging limp against their poles and a woman with long hair and a gauzy dress standing at the pavement’s edge, silent and still, as if a figure in a painting. Planes kept passing overhead, embroidering the sky with garlands of vapor.


Lev turned left off the crowded boulevard and into a street where trees had been planted, and he stood in the shade of one of these trees and put down his bag, which felt heavy now, and lit a cigarette. He remembered that when he had started to smoke, all those years ago, he had discovered that smoking could mask hunger. And he’d remarked on this to his father, Stefan, and Stefan had replied, “Of course it does. Didn’t you know this till now? And it’s much better to die from the smoke than to die of hunger.”


Lev leaned against the tree. It was a young plane tree. Its patterning of shade on the ground was delicate and precise, as though nature were designing wallpaper. Stefan had “died from the smoke,” or from the years and years of sawdust at the Baryn mill, died at fifty-nine, before Maya was born, long before Marina fell ill or the rumors of closure began to circulate in Baryn. And all he’d said at the end, in his frail voice, like the breaking voice of an adolescent boy, was: “This is a rotten death, Lev. Don’t go this way, if you can help it.”


A sudden spasm of choking assailed Lev. He threw away his cigarette and drank the last dregs of vodka from his flask. Then he sat down on the iron grating that circled the plane tree and closed his eyes. The feel of the tree on his spine was comforting, like a familiar chair, and his head fell sideways and he slept. One hand rested on his bag. The vodka flask lay on his thigh. Above him, a nesting sparrow came and went from the tree.


Lev woke when someone touched his shoulder. He stared blankly at a fleshy face inside a motorcycle helmet and at a bulging belly. He’d been dreaming about a potato field, about being lost in the enormity of the field, among its never-ending troughs and ridges.


“Wake up, sir. Police.”


The policeman’s breath smelled stale, as though he, too, had been traveling without rest for days on end. Lev attempted to reach into his jacket pocket to produce his passport, but a wide hand seized his wrist and now gripped it with fearsome force.


“Steady on! No tricks, thank you kindly. Up you get!”


He pulled Lev roughly to his feet, then pinioned him against the tree, giving his ankle a nudge with his boot to force his legs apart.


The vodka flask clattered to the ground. On the policeman’s hip, his radio made sudden, violent sounds, like the coughing of a dying man.


Lev felt the policeman’s free hand move over his body: arms, torso, hips, groin, legs, ankles. He held himself as still as he could and made no protest. Some faraway part of his brain wondered if he were about to be arrested and sent back home, and then he thought of all those unending miles to be covered and the shame of his arrival in Auror with nothing to show for the pain and disruption he’d caused.


The radio coughed again and Lev felt the iron grip on his arm relax. The policeman faced him square-on, standing so close to him that his fat belly nudged the buckle of Lev’s belt.


“Asylum seeker, are you?”


He uttered these words as though they disgusted him, as though they made him want to bring up some of the food that had soured his breath. And Lev recognized the words. At the travel office in Yarbl, the helpful young woman had said, “Remember, you are legal, economic migrants, not ‘asylum seekers,’ as the British call those who have been dispossessed. Our country is part of the EU now. You have the right to work in England. You must not let yourself be harassed.”


“I am legal,” said Lev.


“See your passport, please, sir.”


Lev’s arms were still held high, against the tree. Slowly, he lowered them and reached into his pocket and produced his passport, and the policeman snatched it away. Lev watched him look from the passport photograph to Lev’s face and back again.


“All militiamen are dumb bastards,” Rudi had once said. “Only stupid people want to fart around with handcuffs and two-way fucking radios.”


“All right,” said the policeman. “Just arrived, then, have you?”


“Yes.”


“Look in your bag, please, sir?”


The policeman squatted down, his belt creaking, the tubular folds of his belly squashing themselves into an uncomfortable-looking huddle. He dragged open the zip of Lev’s cheap canvas bag and removed the contents: the clothes Lev had taken off in the station lavatory, his grimy wash bag, clean T-shirts and sweaters, a pair of new shoes, packs of Russian cigarettes, an alarm clock, two pairs of trousers, photographs of Marina and Maya, a money belt, an English dictionary and his book of fables, two bottles of vodka . . .


Lev waited patiently. Hunger growled in his gut, which he knew was constipated from all the hard-boiled eggs Lydia had pressed on him. He stared at the fragility of his possessions, laid out on the pavement.


At last, the policeman repacked the bag and stood up. “Have an address in London, do you? Place to stay? Hotel? Flat?”


“Bee-and-bee,” said Lev.


“You’ve got a B&B? Where?”


Lev shrugged.


“Where’s your B&B, sir?”


“I dunno,” said Lev. “I find one.”


A growling, urgent voice now came through on the radio. The policeman (whose rank Lev was unable to judge) jammed it to the side of his head and the voice laid a stream of incomprehensible words into his ear. Now Lev could see the police motorbike, flamboyantly striped with fluorescent decals, parked nose-on into the curb, and he thought how Rudi would have been interested in the make and c.c. of the bike, but that he, Lev, was indifferent to it. He waited silently and heard for the first time the bird disturbing the leaves above his head. It felt hot, even in the shade of the tree. Lev had no idea whether it was still morning.


The policeman moved away, talking on his radio. From time to time he looked back at Lev, like the master of a dog without a lead, to make sure he hadn’t wandered away. Then he returned and said, “Right.”


He picked up Lev’s bag and the empty vodka flask and shoved them toward him, together with his passport. He now reminded Lev of a bully at his school called Dmitri, and Lev remembered that Dmitri-the-bully had died in a tram that had overturned in the Yarbl market, and that when he and Rudi had heard about his death, they’d laughed and stamped around, screaming with joy.


“On your way,” said the policeman. “No sleeping in streets. This is antisocial behavior and liable to a heavy fine. So get yourself sorted. Clean your fucking shoes. Get a haircut, and you may just have a chance.”


Lev remained where he was. Slowly, he returned his passport to his jacket pocket and watched the policeman heave his bulk onto the heavy bike and maneuver it out into the road. He kicked the engine into clamorous life and rode away, without glancing at Lev, as though Lev no longer had any existence in his mind.


Lev looked at his watch. It said 12.23, but he had no idea whether this was English time or only time in Auror, when the children in Maya’s little school would be sitting on a bench and eating their lunch, which would consist of goat’s milk and bread and pickled cucumber, with, sometimes in summer, wild strawberries from the hills above the village.


Reaching the river, Lev set down his bag and extracted one twenty-pound note from his wallet. He bought two hot dogs and a can of Coca-Cola from a stall, and a hoard of change was put into his hand. He felt proud of this transaction.


He leaned on the embankment wall and looked at London. The food felt rich and burning, the cola seemed to pinch at his teeth. Though the sky was blue, the river remained an opalescent gray-green, and Lev wondered whether this was always true of city rivers—that they were incapable of reflecting the sky because of all the centuries of dark mud beneath. Traveling on the water, going in both directions, were cumbersome tourist boats, with carefree people clustered into seating on the top deck, taking photographs in the sun.


Lev’s eye was held by these people. He envied them their ease and their summer shorts and the way the voices of the tour guides echoed out across the wavelets, naming the buildings in three or four different languages, so that those on the boats would never feel confused or lost. Lev noted, too, that this journey of theirs was finite— upriver a few miles, past the giant white wheel turning slowly on its too-fragile stem, then back to where they’d started from—whereas his own journey in England had barely begun; it was infinite, with no known ending or destination, and yet already, as the moments passed, confusion and worry were sending pains to his head.


At Lev’s back, joggers kept passing, and the scuff and squeak of their sneakers, their rapid breathing, were like a reproach to Lev, who stood without moving, bathing his teeth in cola, devoid of any plan, while these runners had purpose and strength and a tenacious little goal of self-improvement.


Lev finished the cola and lit a cigarette. He was sure his “self” needed improving, too. For a long time now, he’d been moody, melancholy, and short-tempered. Even with Maya. For days on end, he’d sat on Ina’s porch without moving, or lain in an old gray hammock, smoking and staring at the sky. Many times he’d refused to play with his daughter or help her with her reading, left everything to Ina. And this was unfair, he knew. Ina kept the family alive with her jewelry making. She also cooked their meals and cleaned the house and hoed the vegetable patch and fed the animals—while Lev lay and looked at clouds. It was more than unfair; it was lamentable. But at last he’d been able to tell his mother he was going to make amends. By learning English and then by migrating to England, he was going to save them. Two years from now, he would be a man-of-the-world. He would own an expensive watch. He would put Ina and Maya aboard a tourist boat and show them the famous buildings. They would have no need of a tourist guide because he, Lev, would know the names of everything in London by heart . . .


Reproaching himself for his laziness, his thoughtlessness toward Ina, Lev walked in the direction of a riverside stall selling souvenirs and cards. The stall was shaded by the pillars of a tall bridge, and Lev felt suddenly cold as he moved out of the sunlight. He stared at the flags, toys, models, mugs, and linen towels, wondering what to buy for his mother. The stall holder watched him lazily from his corner in the shadows. Lev knew that Ina would like the towels—the linen felt thick and hard-wearing—but the price on them was £5.99, so he moved away.


Slowly, he turned the rack of postcards, and scenes from life in London revolved obediently in front of him. Then he saw the thing he knew he would have to buy: it was a greeting card in the shape of Princess Diana’s head. On her face was her famous heartbreaking smile, and in her blond hair nestled a diamond tiara, and the blue of her eyes was startling and sad.


Buying the Diana card exhausted Lev. As he slouched back into the sunshine, he felt spent, lame, at the end of what he could endure that day. He had to find a bed somewhere and lie down.


He made a decision and he knew it was reckless, but he felt incapable of doing anything else: he hailed a taxi. He was almost surprised when it stopped for him. The cabbie was small and old, with stringy gray hair. He waited patiently for Lev to speak.


“Bee-and-bee, please,” said Lev.


“Eh?” said the cabbie.


“Please,” said Lev. “I am very tired. May you take to bee-and-bee.”


The cabbie scratched his head, dislodging the few ancient strands of hair that lay over his scalp. “Nothing I know of round here. Only reliable ones I know are in Earls Court. That okay for you?”


“Sorry?” said Lev.


“Earls Court,” said the cabbie loudly. “Off the Earls Court Road. All right?”


“Right,” said Lev. “Take, please.”


He got into the cab and lay back on the wide, comfortable seat. He could see the cabbie staring at him in his driver’s mirror: staring as he drove. Outside the taxi window shimmered London, a show city, with no memory of war. From time to time, Lev thought he recognized a building he’d seen in one of the slides shown to the English class in Yarbl, but he wasn’t sure. All he could feel was the onrush of the English day, time hastened by the moving traffic and the hurrying people, and the sun appearing and disappearing behind roofs and towers.


The landlady of the Champions Bed and Breakfast Hotel introduced herself to Lev as Sulima. She was about fifty. She wore a sari and her skin was the color of olive bread, and her lips were glossy and crimson, and her voice seemed sweet to Lev, courteous and slow.


He followed her along a clean, carpeted landing to room 7, and she showed him in.


“My last room,” said Sulima. “You are lucky. All rooms have shower and coffee-making facilities. There is your TV. This room is a little dark, as it looks out onto the flats, but you will see that it is quiet. You will sleep very well.”


Lev nodded. His eye rested on the narrow bed with its wooden headboard and its two clean pillows.


Sulima smiled at him. “How many nights do you wish to stay?” she asked.


Lev understood the question, but he didn’t know what to answer. He set down his bag.


“One night?” said Sulima. “Two nights?”


“How much is cost?” asked Lev.


“Twenty pounds for the room. Twenty-two pounds with breakfast.”


Twenty pounds. Twenty-two pounds . . .


Lev sighed, damning Rudi for miscalculating the money question so disastrously. “One night,” he said.


“You would like breakfast in the morning, sir?”


Lev hesitated. He wondered what breakfast would be and whether he would have the stomach to eat it. The hot dog still flamed inside him, as though his belly were filled with greasy gas.


“I don’t know,” he said.


Sulima was switching on lights, placing the remote control of the TV on the bedside table, and Lev saw that she moved in an elegant and unobtrusive way. She smoothed the bed. “Well, you can let me know about breakfast. Just phone Reception. You want an alarm call?”


“Sorry?” said Lev.


“Wake-up call?”


Lev shrugged. He had no idea what Sulima had just said, but she seemed to understand, through that smile of hers, what he was feeling, that he was beyond answering any more questions, that his human frame was about to fall. She handed Lev his key and went quietly away.


Now that he had a bed at last, Lev sat down on it and was able to put off for a while longer the sweet moment of closing his eyes. He took off his jacket and laid out the money remaining in his pocket and tried to count it, but his mind seemed set against doing any kind of sum. He just sat and stared at the unfamiliar coins until his eye suddenly rested on a piece of torn and crumpled paper he’d brought out from his pocket with the money. He didn’t recognize it. He picked it up and unfolded it and saw a few words scrawled on it in his own language.


Dear Lev, I have enjoyed this journey. May I wish you luck. If you should ever need a translator, here is my number where I am staying with my friends in North London. I shall help you if I can.


Sincerely yours, Lydia.


Lev stared at the note. He wondered when Lydia had decided to write it—decided to put it into the pocket of his leather jacket! And he smiled fondly. It was the kind of secret thing a lover might do. Yet he suspected that nothing of this sort had been in Lydia’s mind. She was simply an affectionate person, a little lonely perhaps, but moved by kindness, not by sex, and with a sensibility delicate enough to tell her that, in all probability, Lev would never telephone the number, never risk the small percentage of compromise such a phone call would entail. Yet Lev didn’t throw away the piece of paper. He put it into his wallet and, as he did so, thought with tenderness of Lydia’s knitting and of her dimpled white hands and the hard-boiled eggs she ate with such conspicuous care, so that no morsel of egg, no shard of shell, was dropped onto her skirt or down onto the carpeted floor of the bus.


Lev moved slowly to the window of his room and looked out. The sun was obscured by the back of a high building, and only a few feet from the window was a grimy flat roof, along which a pigeon was wandering.


“Pigeons,” Stefan had once said, “carry the soul of the countryside into the city: the souls of trees and wood sprites. The souls of the dead of the forest.”


“Who are the ‘dead of the forest’?” Lev had asked his father.


“Those who have suffered,” Stefan had replied. “Doesn’t the past of our country have any meaning for you?”


Lev had got up and walked away from this conversation. He’d hated it when Stefan put him down, as he’d so often chosen to do, and the old man’s talk of “wood sprites” always infuriated and embarrassed him. He knew that Stefan hung “spirit rags” in the trees behind Auror: he’d seen them dangling there, pathetic offerings to the dead. Lev had shown them to Rudi and said, “Look at those. My father and his generation! I’m fed up with them. Their heads are in a complete fucking muddle.”


“True,” Rudi had answered, staring at the strips of cloth. “History got them at an impressionable age.”


Lev now stared at the pigeon, at its wine-colored legs, its little jerking head. Stefan was one of the “dead of the forest” now, buried in an overgrown plot behind Auror, where firs and ash trees were seeding themselves anew. But Lev seldom visited him. He knew Ina went there and sometimes took Maya with her, and in summer they would return home with armfuls of wild marguerites, and Maya would tell Lev, “We saw that place where Grandpappi is sleeping.” Lev had half intended to go before he left for England, to say a kind of goodbye to his father, but in the end he had stayed away. And it had been easy to stay away. It had been easy to dismiss such a visit as pointless, sentimental ritual. Yet, seeing the pigeon on the flat roof now, it was nevertheless Stefan who immediately came into Lev’s mind, and at once he could see him clear as sunlight, sitting on his hard chair at Baryn, with his half-eaten heel of salami, tearing bread with his stained hands, dabbing at his droopy mustache with his kerchief. And he knew that Stefan was part of the reason he was here in London, that he’d had to defy in himself that longing of his father’s to resist change, and he thought, I should feel grateful that the sawmill closed, or I’d be exactly where he was, immortal on a chair. I’d be enslaved to a lumber yard until I died, and to the same lunch each day, and to the snow falling and drifting, year on year, falling and drifting in the same remote and backward places.


Now the bed received his bones.


It was already afternoon. Lev lay unmoving, half covered by the sheet and blanket, in a sleep too heavy for dreams.


He emerged once from this torpor, just to stagger to the toilet and piss away the cola in a clean bowl that smelled of boiled sweets and to note that the sky was darkening over London and that a few lights had come on in the block of flats opposite. He ran water in the washbasin and drank and caught the sound of laughter along the passage.


The bed was as comfortable as any he’d ever slept in, and he tried not to think about the cost of it, but only about his good fortune to be lying there, with the city settling down around him for its momentous night and the woman called Sulima sitting, quiet and contained, in the hall, keeping watch.


He put on a shaded bedside light and momentarily fell into the habitual pattern of wondering—as he had in Auror—how long the electricity would remain before some self-satisfied engineer in the Yarbl power station flicked a switch to divert it elsewhere. Maya once asked him, “Why do the lights always go out, Pappa?” but Lev couldn’t now remember what he’d replied. Something about there being too little light to go round? Something about the need to share? Who knows? But he did remember that, drunk one night, and thrown into the familiar, fumey darkness of Rudi’s house, he’d heard himself say, “Power cuts are deliberate. There’s plenty of juice. They just like to spoil our evenings.”


Rudi’s wife, Lora, wearing her nightclothes, had come into the room where they drank. She was carrying the stub of a lit candle in a cracked saucer, and she put it down among the empty vodka bottles and went away again, without a word, and Rudi said, “Lora’s a very nice woman. One day, she’ll find a good husband.” And then they sat, laughing, either side of the flickering candle, laughing until their stomachs cramped, laughing a drunken, silent, inexplicable laugh, which felt as though it were going to have no end.


Lev closed his eyes again. The light behind his eyelids was the color of chocolate, and he knew that sleep would be like this, velvety and dark, and that it would last until morning.
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“A Man May Travel Far, but His Heart May Be Slow to Catch Up”


Hello, Mamma, hello, Maya. Here is Princess Diana for you. I am safe. Weather is quite hot. I am going to find a job today. XXX Lev/Pappa.


LEV SAT IN Sulima’s tidy dining room, drinking tea and writing his card. He was alone there. The tea was comforting and strong, and he remembered how Rudi, who, as a young man, had been in prison for two months, had told him that, in the Institute of Correction in Yarbl, tea was the prime currency traded by the inmates, and he thought how in their youth—his and Rudi’s—the world had still contained small corners of innocence, like air pockets in a ship that was going down. At the open window, net curtains swayed in a warm breeze. On the wall above him, near a gaudy picture of a tiger, the hands of a wall clock moved silently on. It was just after tenthirty-five.


Lev had showered and washed his hair. His body felt clean yet heavy, as though on the surface it was young but its sinews were those of an old man. He pictured this old man walking the hot London streets, trailing his heavy bag, trying to talk to strangers, pretending he was willing and strong, ready for any work, a person of many skills . . .


Sulima appeared through the plaster arch that led to her hallway. “You want more tea?” she asked pleasantly.


Sulima was wearing a different sari today, the color of opals, the color of the gray-green river. Between the sari bodice and its skirt, the bulge of her midriff was smooth and golden. She stood and looked at Lev and his Diana card, and then she sat down opposite him and said, “I try to help people who come from overseas. I was helped when I arrived here. I was given a job as a chambermaid in a hotel called The Avenues. Very hard work. Cleaning and cleaning. And everything just-so: pelmet top dusted, edge of the toilet paper folded under. You know?”


Lev had no idea what a pelmet top was, or why toilet paper might have to be folded, but he nodded just the same. Sulima moved away his breakfast plate. The sausage was half eaten, but the egg and bacon hadn’t been touched. Lev pulled out his cigarettes, took the last one from the packet, and lit it. Sulima passed him a glass ashtray.


“You have a wife and family?” she asked.


Lev took a pull on the cigarette, turned his head away from Sulima as he blew out the smoke. “My wife died,” he said.


Sulima put a hand to her mouth, and Lev saw in this gesture the reaction of a much younger woman, of a child even, who’d been brought up to show repentance whenever she said something inappropriate or wrong. To help her out of her discomfort, he pointed at the picture of the tiger and said, “My daughter, Maya. Age of five years. Loves animals.”


“Yes?” said Sulima.


“Yes. Says to me sometimes, ‘Pappa, this pig is sad, this goose is tired.’ ”


“Yes? Really?”


“This tiger. She might say, ‘He is angry.’ ”


Sulima stared at Lev. She blinked nervously and her smooth hands began to arrange and rearrange her hair. Outside in the street, Lev could hear the traffic grinding slowly by.


“For Maya,” he said, “I must find work.”


Sulima cleared her throat and said, “The Avenues Hotel exists no more. Alas, or I could send you there. It is a gym now. Everybody pedaling to save their hearts. But for work you should try in the Earls Court Road. Food outlets of every kind. Always in need of staff.”


“Yes?” said Lev.


“I think that is the first place you should try.”


“Court Road?”


“Earls Court Road. Out of this front door. Turn left, then right, then left. I am very sorry about your wife.”


So here he was now, lugging the bag, in the dirty, shimmering street. The thing he most longed to buy was a pair of dark glasses.


The words of the Yarbl teacher of English came to him as he walked: “When you ask for work, try to be polite. Our people are a proud people. We do not grovel, but neither are we rude. So say, for instance, ‘Excuse me for troubling you. But do you have anything you could give me? I am legal.’ ”


Do you have anything you could give me? These words were difficult to remember, let alone say. And Lev was finding it hard, each time he ventured into a shop or stood at a fast-food counter, to say anything at all. In a newsagents’, a dimly lit old-fashioned place, he was filled with a sadness so sharp he could hardly breathe. So he said nothing, except to ask for Russian cigarettes, and the fat girl behind the counter picked her nose and stared at him like a lunatic.


“Russian?”


“Yes. Russian or Turkish.”


“Nah. You won’t find them. Not round ’ere.”


In a pizza parlor that felt cool, with ceiling fans turning slowly among pinpoints of bright light, Lev waited near the door until a young waiter approached him. “Smoking or non?”


Smoking or non.


“Do you have anything you could give me?” Lev said, managing the difficult phrase correctly this time. “I am legal.”


“Sorry?” said the waiter.


“No, excuse me. I am looking for work. Excuse me to trouble you.”


“Oh right,” said the young man. “Right. Well, hang on.”


Lev watched the waiter walk away and disappear behind a door marked Staff Only. The place was almost empty and other waiters stood aimlessly about, wearing white shirts and red bow ties, staring at Lev. The noise of the ceiling fans reminded Lev of the old ice rink at Baryn, where he and Marina used to skate, holding on to the backs of chairs, and where the freezing air smelled of disinfectant.


When the young waiter returned, he said, “Sorry. Uh . . . the manager’s popped out.”


“Popped?” said Lev.


“Yes. Out. But there’s nothing at the moment. No jobs. Sorry.”


“Okay,” said Lev.


The bag was beginning to bother him. Not just its heaviness, but the sight of it, containing as it did all that he’d brought with him of his former life. He imagined that somehow its contents were visible to all, and that his pitiful possessions would be derided. He had a further worry about it. Every time he set it down, the vodka bottles clanked together, and this was embarrassing, as though he were an inept gray, telling the world what he had to sell. He wished he’d asked Sulima if he could leave the bag at Champions B&B. But he was stuck with it now, as though it were part of his body.


He came to a skip parked in the gutter and noticed that among planks of wood, stained mattresses, and piles of rubble a quantity of rusty metal had been thrown. Lev stopped and put down the bag and stared at the scrap metal and imagined what such a find would mean to Ina and how the tin would be hammered and beaten so fine it could be cut and shaped with small clippers, like fingernails. “Rust is beautiful,” Ina often said. “Rust does my work for me. Rust makes everything delicate in time.”


Lev leaned on the edge of the skip. Anxiety about Ina was something from which he’d always suffered, even as a child, noticing that, somehow—in a way that he couldn’t describe precisely—his mother appeared ghostly, as though, in the race through life, she was an entrant nobody had seen and who crept in last, always last, with worry in her eyes. Lev often wished this wasn’t so, but it was so. And now, for years, Ina had spent her days making jewelry for other women, women for whom one didn’t have to feel any particular sorrow, women with confident smiles and fashion boots, women who smoked and laughed and defied the world. Ina had never defied the world. She sat in shadow in a wood cabin, lit by a paraffin lamp that whispered like a living and breathing thing, and her workbench was covered with metal shavings and lengths of copper wire, and her hands were burned here and there by the hot torch and the soldering irons, and as time wound on her eyesight was becoming poor. Lev knew that nobody wanted to think about the day when that eyesight failed.


“But she will see Princess Diana,” Lev told himself now. He could imagine Ina propping up the card at the back of her workbench and letting the white paraffin light illuminate the rose-blushed skin and the hesitant smile, then sitting back in her chair to gaze at these lost things and at the fascinating intricacy of the diamond tiara. And Maya would come into the cabin sometimes and stare at Diana, too. And once in a while—not often—the two of them might turn the card around to reread the words he’d written: I am going to find a job today.


Lev picked up his bag and heard the bottles clank. He cursed himself for daydreaming. Daydreaming may have been all right during the lunch hour at the Baryn lumber yard, but you couldn’t daydream and survive in cities like Glic or Jor, let alone in London. “Cities are fucking circuses,” Rudi once remarked, “and people like you and me are the dancing bears. So dance on, comrade, dance on, or feel the whip.”


The heat was rising again. You could feel it coming off the stained pavement, see it shimmering above the cars. Lev prided himself on being strong—a strong, lean-limbed man—but now he felt himself begin to stagger. Sweat ran down his forehead. The other people in the street started to look grotesque to him, fat and mocking and sick. He’d somehow naively imagined that most English people would look something like Alec Guinness in Bridge on the River Kwai, thin and quizzical, with startled eyes; or like Margaret Thatcher, hurrying along with purpose, like an indigo bird. But now, in this place, they appeared indolent and ugly and their heads were shaved or their hair was dyed, and many of them sucked cans of cola as they walked, like anxious babies, and Lev thought that something catastrophic had happened to them—something nobody mentioned but which was there in their faces and in the clumsy, slouching way they moved.


Lev walked into a cool, brightly lit place called Ahmed’s Kebabs. An Arab man was cleaning the tiled floor with bleach. Behind a counter, a gray cone of meat revolved on a perpendicular grill. A chill cabinet had been stocked with torn lettuce, chopped tomatoes, and breads of different kinds. A large glass-fronted fridge was filled with cans of cold drinks.


Lev put down his bag, and the Arab man turned and looked at him while he squeezed out his mop.


“Excuse me,” said Lev. “Do you have anything to give me?”


The Arab man picked up the bucket and mop and took it behind the counter. Then he turned and examined Lev. His eyes were worried and wild, and his hair was glossy and disorderly, like Rudi’s.


“Sit down,” he said.


Against the counter were lined up three chrome-and-plastic stools, so Lev hoisted himself onto one of these and rested his arms on the cool countertop. The Arab man set down a paper plate. He took a floury bread pocket from the chill cabinet and filled it with some of the torn lettuce. Then he walked to the meat cone and deftly shaved off a few slices and put these into the pocket and set it down in front of Lev on the paper plate. Lev stared at it. The meat smelled of goat.


The Arab was at the drinks refrigerator now. He took out a greencolored can, snapped open the ring pull, and put it beside the plate with the bread and meat. “Drink,” he said.


Lev thanked the man and slowly pulled the can toward him. With his other hand, he wiped the sweat off his forehead. Then he lifted the can to his mouth and drank, and the Arab man watched him intently. The water was fizzy and felt almost scratchy on Lev’s tongue, but it was beautifully cool, so he kept drinking, and as he drank he remembered Marina begging for water that was cold and had no taste, then crying with rage and saying that hospital water was tepid and tasted of the sewer.


“I am Ahmed,” said the Arab man. “Please eat. On the house.”


“Excuse me?” said Lev.


“You ask if there was anything I could give you. Well, I give you this food and water. Where you from? Eastern Europe somewhere, uhn? So eat. My kebab meat is very good. And for you it is free.”


Free.


Lev knew this word very well. His English teacher had explained to him that the West described itself as the “Free World” and these words had fascinated him across months and months of time. But how was one supposed to imagine this freedom? In Lev’s dreams, it had often become a black road, laid straight and true to a flat horizon, where a few birds looped and turned against a white sky, but there was something austere and unforgiving about this landscape, so he’d said to Rudi, “I don’t know what it really means,” and Rudi had replied, “You don’t know, Lev, because you’ve put no vehicles on the fucking road! Freedom is speed. Freedom is horsepower and torque. Freedom is four wheels under your arse.”


Lev thanked Ahmed again for the free food and water. He tried to eat the kebab thing, but gave up after one mouthful. He longed to smoke, but his last two packs of cigarettes were deep in his bag and he was too embarrassed to start searching for them.


“So,” said Ahmed, “you want work? What work do you want?”


“Any work,” said Lev.


“Well,” said Ahmed. “You are lucky. You came to the right place, because I am a Muslim.”


“Yes?” said Lev.


“The Koran teaches that deeds of unselfish kindness will be rewarded in Heaven. I’ve given you precious food, and for this unselfishness, I will find reward. But now I shall go further. I am going to give you work.”


Lev waited. He wasn’t sure how much he’d understood. Ahmed asked him his name and what city he’d come from and Lev told him and Ahmed smiled and said, “A man may travel far, but his heart may be slow to catch up.”


“Sorry?” said Lev.


“Take no notice. I like to invent proverbs.” Ahmed’s smile turned into a wide grin, then into laughter, and the laughter echoed all around the tiled and empty surfaces, and Lev thought, suddenly, He’s playing games with me, and the food and water will not be free. Then Ahmed disappeared through a plastic fly curtain, very like the one Ina hung from her door lintel in summer, all colors, but faded with sunshine and time, and Lev found himself alone. He went to his bag and, with hands that shook, rummaged about until he found the cigarettes, then tore open the packet and lit up, using the plastic lighter he’d almost given to the Sikh washroom attendant at the station. He inhaled deeply, loving that first pull, feeling the smoke begin to steady him as he went back to the plastic seat and waited. He sat very still, smoking with concentration. The goat meat kept turning on its automatic spit. In a mirrored surface near it, Lev could see the street behind him and the slow traffic and the heavy-bellied people slouching past.


A long time seemed to pass before Ahmed returned. Onto the countertop he put a tall cardboard box containing an overflowing pile of black-and-white leaflets, on which the name Ahmed’s Kebabs was written in twirly, backward-sloping script. Ahmed banged his fist down proudly onto the pile. “Your work,” he said. “Deliver leaflets. Okay?”


“Yes?”


“Yes. All round this neighborhood. Everything residential. Smart houses. Shabby houses. Flats. B&Bs. Every private door. Check the basements especially. Many kebab people live in basements. Don’t bother with the hotels. Every leaflet you post in, I pay you two pence. Ten houses, twenty pence. A hundred houses, two pounds. Perhaps you are a godless man, Lev, but today Allah has smiled on you. Eh?”


There was the question of the bag.


Because it contained everything Lev owned, he didn’t want to be parted from it, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to walk from house to house encumbered by it. He considered hoisting it onto his back, sticking his arms through the two handles, but he saw how it would weigh him down, so Lev told himself calmly to trust Ahmed and leave the bag with him and not think about it, because the things it contained were valueless, except to him.


Before setting off, Lev forced himself to eat a few mouthfuls of the goat sandwich. Something would have to sustain him through the hours that lay ahead, when the heat of midday would arrive and he would be lost in this heat, lost in the labyrinth of gray streets. But he felt cheerful all the same. On this job, he wouldn’t be required to speak or to understand other people speaking to him. He’d be alone again with his own familiar reveries.


Ahmed put half the leaflets into a plastic carrier bag and handed this to Lev. Lev was unable to judge how many leaflets were in the bag, but it was heavy and he could tell that the plastic was going to bite into his hands. He wished he had with him the little canvas satchel he used to carry to school long ago, when the school in Auror still had its iron bell and eagles could be seen in the hills above. He found himself wondering what had become of the bell and what had become of the eagles, but knew the timing of these thoughts was somehow inappropriate and that they had to be banished. “Most things disappear,” Lev heard Rudi say. “Just make fucking sure some of them disappear into your own pocket.”


He walked out into the sunshine. He passed a flower stall filled with roses, lilies, and cornflowers, and the scent of these, in the heart of the city, surprised Lev, as though he’d imagined flowers only gave off any perfume when the air was silent.


He knew he should begin straightaway delivering the leaflets, so he turned off the busy Earls Court Road and found himself in a street of tall houses, not unlike the one he’d imagined inhabited by the immigrants making vodka out of potatoes, except that there was a solid kind of grandeur about the buildings he hadn’t quite anticipated. Some of them were smart, with newly painted railings round them and fat pillars shining white or cream in the hot day; others looked neglected, almost broken-down, with cracks in the window ledges and garbage bags dumped on the front steps, and Lev saw that this cohabitation of restored and dilapidated things was everywhere he looked, and he found this consoling, as though, at last, he’d found some evidence of war damage in London that no one had been able to erase.


He took out a handful of Ahmed’s leaflets and put them through the letterbox of the first house. Under Ahmed’s Kebabs were written the words Best Luxury Halal Meat; Best Prices In Your Area; Eat In Or Take Away; Friendly Service At All Times, but only some of these words had any meaning for Lev. “Best” he knew was an important concept, one seldom alluded to in his country, except by people like Rudi, who yearned to adorn himself with marvels, so that even his boots had to be worthy of admiration and his shaving balm possess powers of seduction over men and women alike. “Friendly Service” Lev saw as a contradiction, remembering the few restaurants he’d ever visited in his country, in the days when Marina was alive and he’d wanted to show her how much he prized her by offering her a nice dinner. The waiters and waitresses had behaved like labor-camp guards, slamming down dishes of sinewy meat, sloshing out wine from dirty carafes, snatching their plates away before their meal was finished . . .


“Why don’t any of you smile?” Marina had once asked a surly waiter in a stained apron. And the boy—for he was a boy really and not yet a man—had looked at her, astonished.
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