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			Empire ‘V’


			The locomotive is an ingenious construction, a
quality of which the locomotive is not itself aware.


			Would anyone even think of making a locomotive
without an engineer to drive it?


			Fr. Mitrofan Srebryansky


		


	

		

			BRAHMA


			When I came to, I found myself in a large room full of old furniture, antiques perhaps. I could see a mirrored sideboard encrusted with fretwork stars, an elaborate escritoire, two nude life-studies and a small picture of Napoleon on horseback in the heat of battle. One wall was taken up by an elegant floor-to-ceiling filing cabinet in Karelian birch, its drawer-fronts embellished with variously coloured labels and insignia. Next to the cabinet stood a stepladder.


			I became aware that I was not lying flat, as would be expected of a person recovering consciousness, but was upright. The reason I had not fallen down was that my arms and legs were firmly strapped to Swedish exercise bars attached to the wall. I deduced that the structure was a set of parallel bars – I could feel the outline of a wooden crossbeam through my fingertips. Other bars were pressing into my back.


			On a small red divan against the opposite wall sat a man wearing a red dressing-gown and a black mask. The mask was like a top hat coming down over the head as far as the shoulders, or perhaps the cardboard Stahlhelms worn by the Teutonic Knights during the Battle on the Ice in the film Alexander Nevsky. A sharp protuberance marked the area of the nose; the eyes looked out through two oval holes; while a rectangular slit had been cut out round the mouth and covered by a piece of black material. The overall effect was something like mediaeval doctors one sees in engravings of the Black Death in Europe.


			This was way over the top. So much so that I wasn’t even scared.


			‘Good day to you,’ said the man in the mask.


			‘Hello,’ I replied, ungluing my lips with difficulty.


			‘What is your name?’


			‘Roman,’ I said.


			‘How old are you?’


			‘Nineteen.’


			‘Why have you not been called up into the army?’


			Assuming he was having me on, I ignored the question.


			‘I must ask you to excuse a certain theatricality in the setting,’ continued the man in the mask. ‘If you have a headache, it will soon pass. It comes from my having sprayed you with a special gas.’


			‘What sort of gas?’


			‘The kind that is used against terrorists. Nothing to worry about – it’s all over now. I advise you not to try calling for help. There is no point and it will do no good. The only outcome will be that I shall develop a migraine, which will spoil our conversation.’


			The unknown man had a deep, confident voice. The cloth covering his mouth fluttered when he spoke.


			‘Who are you?’ I asked.


			‘My name is Brahma.’


			‘Why are you wearing a mask?’


			‘Several reasons,’ said Brahma. ‘But in any case it is to your advantage. Should our relationship fail to progress to a satisfactory outcome, I shall be able to release you without any difficulty since you will not know what I look like.’


			The prospect of eventually being allowed to go free was a relief, certainly. But the words might contain a trap.


			‘What is it you want from me?’ I asked.


			‘My desire is that a vital interest within a very important part of my body, and simultaneously of my spirit, should be stimulated in your direction. But this, you see, can only come about if you are a person of noble and aristocratic lineage …’


			Man’s a maniac, I thought. Main thing is not to upset him. Better distract him by talking …


			‘Why must I be of noble and aristocratic lineage?’ I asked.


			‘The quality of the red liquid in your veins plays an important role. There is little chance of it, however.’


			‘And what do you mean by a vital interest?’ I enquired. ‘Is the idea that I should be alive when this takes place?’


			‘I can see I shall get nowhere with you by trying to explain it in words,’ said Brahma. ‘You need a demonstration.’


			Rising from the sofa, he came towards me, folded back the black cloth covering his mouth, and leaned towards my right ear. Sensing a stranger’s breath on my face I shrank back, anticipating something loathsome.


			What a fool I’ve been, I thought. Whatever possessed me to come here?


			But nothing happened. Having breathed into my ear, Brahma turned away and went back to the sofa.


			‘I could have bitten you on your arm,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, however, your arms are numb as a result of having been bound. The effect would not be the same.’


			‘I suppose it was you who bound them?’


			‘Yes,’ sighed Brahma. ‘No doubt I should apologise for my actions. I see that they must appear strange and reprehensible. Nevertheless, all will soon become clear.’


			Settling himself on the divan and staring at me as though I were an image on a television screen, he studied me for several seconds, now and then clicking his tongue. ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he said. ‘I am not a sex maniac. You may rest easy on that score.’


			‘Well, what are you?’


			‘I am a vampire. Vampires are not perverts. They may sometimes pretend to be. But their interests and goals are entirely other.’


			No, this is no common or garden pervert I’m dealing with here, I thought. This one’s insane as well. I must keep him talking to distract his attention.


			‘A vampire? Do you drink blood?’


			‘Not by the glassful,’ replied Brahma, ‘and it is not the basis of my self-identification … Although in a sense you are correct.’


			‘So why do you drink it?’


			‘It is the best method of getting to know another person.’


			‘How so?’


			The eyes visible through the oval holes blinked several times. Then the mouth behind the black cloth said: ‘There was a time when the two trees growing on the wall, a lemon tree and an orange tree, were more than trees – they were gates to a secret, magic world. And then something happened. The gates vanished, to be replaced by nothing but two oblong pieces of canvas hanging on the wall. Not only did the gates disappear, so did the world to which they led. Even the dreaded flying dog that stood guard over the entrance to the world reverted to being a wicker fan bought in some tropical resort or other …’


			To say I was impressed by this account would fail utterly to describe its effect on me. I was stunned. What to any ordinary person would have been complete gibberish, to me was the secret code unlocking my childhood. Even more astounding, the only person in the world capable of formulating it was myself. Even though I was lost for words, after a while I could restrain myself no longer.


			‘I don’t understand. I suppose I might have said something about the pictures while I was unconscious. But I could not possibly have said anything about the magic world on the other side of the gates, because that was not how I thought of it. Nevertheless, now you put it like that, I can see that, yes, that is exactly what it was …’


			‘But perhaps you don’t know why it happened as it did?’


			‘No, why did it?’


			‘The enchanted world in which you formerly lived was the invention of a grasshopper hidden in the grass. Then along came a frog, and the frog ate the grasshopper. From that moment on, even though nothing changed in your room, you no longer had anywhere to live.’


			‘Yes!’ I cried, taken aback. ‘That’s true as well. You have told it exactly as it happened.’


			‘Please think of something,’ said Brahma, ‘anything that comes into your head, as long as it is something only you know about. Then ask me a question about it, the answer to which only you would know.’


			‘All right, I will,’ I said, and plunged into thought. ‘Well, for instance … there was a fan hanging on the wall at home – you’ve already mentioned it. How was it attached to the wall?’


			Behind the holes in the mask, Brahma closed his eyes.


			‘It was glued. And the glue had been applied in the shape of the letter X. Not a conventional cross, but specifically an X.’


			‘How …?’


			Brahma raised his hand. ‘Just a moment. You glued the fan to the wall because you had come to believe it was really a vampire dog which would come down at night and bite you. Such an idea is, needless to say, not only arrant nonsense but an insult to true vampires.’


			‘How do you know all this?’


			Brahma rose from the sofa and came over towards me. Lifting the black cloth with one finger, he opened his mouth, revealing large, strong, nicotine-stained teeth. So far as I could see there was nothing unusual about the teeth, except perhaps that the canines were a little whiter than the others. Brahma raised his head to give me a view of his palate. In the middle was a peculiar, corrugated, orange-coloured membrane, as if a fragment of dental bridgework was adhering to it.


			‘What’s that?’ I asked.


			‘That is the Tongue,’ said Brahma, carefully enunciating the word, making two syllables of it and freighting them with emphatic deliberation.


			‘Tongue?’ I echoed.


			‘Not a human tongue. It is the soul and essence of a vampire.’


			‘Is it the Tongue that allows you to know things?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘But how does it do that?’


			‘There is no point in trying to explain. If you want to understand, you will have to become a vampire yourself.’


			‘I’m not sure I want to do that.’


			Brahma returned to his seat on the sofa.


			‘You see, Roma,’ he said, ‘for all of us, what is to be is decided by fate. You came here yourself. And I have very little time.’


			‘Are you going to be my teacher?’


			‘No. Teaching is manifest not in the person of a vampire, but in his nature. Initiation consists in the vampire biting his student. However, it does not follow that a person has merely to be bitten by a vampire to become one. As they say in bad films, ha ha, that only happens in bad films …’


			He chuckled at his own little joke. I too essayed a smile, but it was not a success.


			‘There is one particular bite,’ he went on, ‘of which a vampire is capable only once in his life. And then only if the Tongue wills it. By tradition, this can take place on the day of the summer solstice. And here you are. My Tongue is about to transfer to you.’


			‘How do you mean – transfer?’


			‘In the literal sense. Physically. But I must warn you, the experience will be painful, both at first and later on. You will feel unwell, as though you had been bitten by a poisonous snake. You should not worry – it will pass.’


			‘Could you not have found someone else to instruct?’


			Brahma paid no attention to the question.


			‘You may lose consciousness for a while. Your body will become numb. Possibly you will be visited by hallucinations. Possibly not. But whatever happens there is one effect you are certain to experience.’


			‘What is that?’


			‘You will recall everything that has happened in your life. The Tongue finds out and familiarises itself with your entire past life – it must know everything about you. Something similar is said to happen when a person drowns. But you are a young man and your drowning will not take long.’


			‘And what will you do while this is going on?’


			Brahma made a peculiar, strangled noise in his throat.


			‘Don’t, er, worry about me. I have a meticulously worked out plan of action.’


			With these words, he took a step towards me, grabbed hold of my hair with his hand and bent my head down to my shoulder. I thought he was going to bite me, but instead he bit his own finger. Blood immediately flowed over his wrist.


			‘Keep still,’ he said. ‘It will be better for you.’


			The sight of blood unnerved me, and I obeyed. He brought his bloodied finger up to my forehead and wrote there something with it. Then without warning he sank his teeth into my neck.


			I tried to cry out but could manage no more than a half-choked moan: the angle at which he was holding my head made it impossible for me to open my mouth. The pain in my neck was unbearable, as though a crazed dentist were jabbing his electric drill into my jaw. For one second I was sure that the hour of my death had arrived, and I was reconciled to it. Then, suddenly, all was over. Brahma let go of me and leapt backwards. I felt blood on my cheek and on my neck, and saw that his mask and the cloth over his mouth were smeared with it.


			I realised the blood was not mine but his own. It flowed out of his mouth down his neck, across his chest, down the red dressing-gown and splashed to the floor in viscous drops. Something appeared to have happened to Brahma; it was as though he, not myself, was the one to have been bitten. Swaying on his feet he returned to his red sofa, sat on it, and began to shuffle his feet agitatedly to and fro on the parquet.


			There flashed into my mind Tarkovsky’s film Andrei Rublyov, the scene where a time-hallowed punishment is being inflicted on a monk, the pouring of molten metal into his mouth. The whole time leading up to his execution the monk lets fly at his torturers with a continuous stream of the most hideous curses, but from the moment when they begin pouring the metal down his gullet he utters not another word, while his whole body continues to jerk and twitch mercilessly. This silence was the most dreadful thing of all, and in the same way it was the silence of my interlocutor that now caused me the greatest terror.


			Still shuffling his feet, he reached into the pocket of the dressing-gown, produced a small nickel-plated pistol, and shot himself in the head through the side of the cylindrical mask that covered his face. His head rocked from side to side, the hand holding the pistol slumped to the sofa, and he lay still.


			At that moment I felt a kind of faint movement in my neck, just beneath the jaw. It was not exactly painful, more as though I was feeling it through an anaesthetic injection, but it was deeply unpleasant. Not long after I began to lose consciousness, so that my memory of what then took place is confused. I was being drawn inexorably towards sleep.


			Brahma had spoken the truth. My past life began to appear in a series of trance visions, as though someone was screening in a small, intimate cinema inside my head a documentary film of my childhood. How strange, I thought, my greatest fear was always vampires …


		


	

		

			CITY OF THE SUN


			From the time of my birth, I lived with my mother in Moscow. Our flat was in a building belonging to the Professional Dramatists Union, not far from the Sokol Metro station. It was a multi-storey beige brick structure, built in a vaguely Western style and enjoying Soviet Category A status – the sort of building usually inhabited by Central Committee nomenklatura and select echelons of the Soviet intellectual elite. Black Volga cars with flashing beacons were always to be seen around the building, and one could not fail to notice that the cigarette ends that littered the staircase and elevator landings were those from the most coveted American brands. My mother and I occupied a small two-room flat of the kind known in occidental lands as a ‘one-bedroom’.


			My formative years were spent in this one bedroom, which had clearly been envisaged as such by the architect. It was small and elongated, with a tiny window overlooking a car park. I was not permitted to arrange it according to my tastes: my mother chose the colour of the wallpaper, decreed the location of the bed and the table, and even the pictures on the walls. This last was the subject of many disagreements: after I once called her a ‘little Soviet tyrant’ we were not on speaking terms for a week.


			For my mother, no more offensive accusation could have been imagined. A ‘tall, thin woman with a faded face’, as a playwright neighbour once described her to a policeman, she had in her youth been associated with various dissident circles. In memory of this affiliation she often used to play to visitors a tape recording of a baritone with a reputation for defying the establishment. This man was reading some heretical verses, to which my mother’s voice could be heard contributing a sarcastic commentary from somewhere in the background. The baritone declaimed:


			Your nickel’s in the Metro slot
And two plain-clothes cops are on your tail …
While queuing for another vodka shot
You know they’ll haul you off to jail.


			At this point my mother’s youthful voice intruded itself: ‘Why don’t you read the one about Solzhenitsyn and that cunt with the bushy eyebrows?’


			It was the first time I heard the kind of obscene word that well-brought-up children in the era of perestroika usually learned from sniggering peers in the kindergarten dorm. My mother, whenever she played this tape recording, felt it necessary to explain that the obscenity was justified by artistic necessity and by the context. As for me, I found the word ‘context’ even more puzzling than the word ‘cunt’ since the whole scene was dimly suggestive of the mysterious and threatening grown-up world towards which the winds of change issuing nightly from the TV were imperceptibly wafting me.


			My mother’s pro-human-rights cassette had been recorded many years before I was born. It would seem that marriage, a state of life crowned by my appearance in this world, was the cause of her abandoning an active role in the struggle. But her propinquity to revolutionary democracy, which irradiated my childhood with a romantic glow, went apparently unremarked by a regime already sliding into its dotage.


			On the wall to the right of my bed were two small identically sized pictures. Forty centimetres wide by fifty centimetres high, they were the first objects I measured with the ruler in the geometry set that I received as a gift in my first grade of school. One picture depicted a lemon tree in a tub, the other a similarly planted orange tree. The only difference between them was the shape and colour of the fruit: the yellow ones elongated and the orange ones spherical.


			Directly above the bed hung a wicker fan in the shape of a heart – purely decorative because it was too large to be of any use. In the hollow between the two knoll-like ventricles was a round knob, making the whole thing resemble a gigantic bat with a tiny head. In its middle was a blob of red lacquer paint.


			I was convinced that this fan was actually a flying vampire-dog (a creature I had read about in a magazine called Around the World) which during the day was at rest on the wall but came to life at night. As with a mosquito’s abdomen, I could see through his skin the blood he had drunk: this would be the origin of the red stain in the centre of the fan.


			The blood, I assumed, was mine.


			I realised my terrors were an echo of stories I had heard at summer camps (they tended to be repeated unchanged for years on end). Despite this, I was regularly visited by nightmares from which I would awaken in a cold sweat. Eventually, so concrete did the presence of the vampire-dog spreadeagled against the wall become, and so afraid of the dark was I, that I had to switch on the light to make the dog once again assume the form of a fan made of palm leaves. I knew it would be no good confiding my terrors to my mother. The only thing I could think of was to fix the fan firmly to the wallpaper with superglue. Once I had done that, the terror left me.


			Another idea I took from those summer camps was my earliest conception of the physical world. At one of them I saw a remarkable fresco. It showed the earth as a flat disc resting upon three whales swimming in a pale blue ocean. Trees grew upwards from the earth, telegraph poles poked skywards, and there was even a jolly red tram bowling along between a higgledy-piggledy jumble of identical white buildings. Round the front edge of this terrestrial disc were spelt out the letters U S S R. I knew that I had been born in the USSR, and that sometime later it had disintegrated. This was very puzzling, because whereas the houses, trees and trams were still where they always had been, the solid ground on which they stood had evidently vanished … However I was still very little, and my mind accommodated itself to this paradox as it did to hundreds of other imponderables, all the more so as I was already beginning to grasp the true bottom line of the Soviet economic catastrophe: a country that finds it necessary to have two police officers in civilian clothes spying on people who would, in a normal society, be receiving unemployment benefit, could hardly be expected to end otherwise.


			But these were vague, phantom shades of childhood. The moment at which my childhood came to an end was my first truly personal memory. It occurred while I was watching an old cartoon film on television, Dunno in the City of the Sun. Marching across the screen was a column of cheerful, tubby little midgets from Soviet comics. Waving their arms in glee, they sang:


			And then along came Mr Frog,
His tummy brightest green,
His tummy brightest green.
He swallowed up a grasshopper,
Who had no time to think, no time to guess,
What was about to come,
What was about to come,
That all would end like this …


			I knew without a doubt who was the grasshopper they were singing about, the tiny insect Russians for some reason call the ‘little smith’. He was the muscular forger of the new world, seen on all those old posters, tear-off calendars and postage stamps, swinging his hammer high in the air. The jolly little midgets were waving a final salute to the Soviet Union from the safety of their City of the Sun, the road to which the Soviet people had so miserably failed to find.


			Seeing the beaming faces of the diminutive marchers, I burst into tears. My grief had nothing, however, to do with nostalgia for the USSR, which I barely remembered. No, the tiny figures marching along through enormous bluebells half as high again as they were, reminded me of something simple that I knew to be of fundamental significance, although I could no longer remember what it was.


			The loving, gentle world of my childhood, where every object seemed as huge in scale as these giant flowers and where there were as many happy sunlit paths as in the cartoon film, now lay forever in the past. It was lost in the long grass that had been home to the grasshopper, and now I knew that henceforth it would be the frog I must deal with. The longer this went on, the more indissoluble would be the relationship.


			The frog’s belly was indeed green, but it had a black back and on every street corner an armour-plated outpost known as an exchange bureau. Grown-ups believed implicitly in the frog, and only in the frog, but I had a feeling that at some time in the future the frog would betray them too, and then there would be no bringing back the little smith …


			The cartoon midgets were the only people who were concerned to bid farewell to the ridiculous country in which I had been born. Even the three whales on whose backs it had rested now pretended that they had had nothing to do with it, and opened a furniture store which they advertised with an endlessly repeated TV jingle: ‘Three whales, three whales, they’re the best, forget the rest …’


			


			Of my own family’s history I knew precisely nothing. But some of the Lares and Penates with which I was surrounded bore the imprint of something dark and mysterious.


			First, there was an old black and white print of a lion-woman with a languorously thrown back face, naked breasts, and paws armed with powerful claws. This print hung in the hallway, below a wall light reminiscent of an icon lamp. The feeble illumination it provided in the half-darkness caused the image to take on a fearsome, magical aspect.


			In my imagination some such creature must lie in wait for people beyond the ‘threshold of the grave’. This expression, frequently to be heard on my mother’s lips, I learnt by rote before I had any notion of what it meant: to imagine a concept as abstruse as ceasing to exist was beyond my powers. My idea of death was of being translated to another location, probably the place at the end of the path that led up between the paws of the Sphinx in the black and white print.


			Another message from the past was contained in the silver knives and forks emblazoned with a crest consisting of a bow and arrow and three cranes in flight, which I found one day in the sideboard my mother usually kept locked.


			Once she had done bawling me out for inquisitiveness, my mother informed me this was the family crest of the Baltic Barons von Storckwinkel, the stock from which my father was descended. My own surname was the rather less aristocratic Shtorkin. According to my mother, during the years of War Communism it was common practice to have one’s name surgically operated on, in the hope of concealing its social origins.


			My father left the family hearth immediately after I was born. Despite all my efforts, this was the only information I succeeded in gleaning about him. I had only to touch on the subject for my mother to turn pale, light a cigarette and repeat the same phrases, quietly at first but gradually rising to a scream:


			‘Get out of here, do you hear? Be off with you, you loathsome scum! Leave me alone, you criminal!’


			I assumed that her reaction was connected in some way with a dark and mysterious secret. But when I entered the eighth grade, I learnt more about my father as a result of my mother having to resubmit the paperwork for our living accommodation.


			He was a journalist on a leading newspaper. I even found his column on the Internet: a bald man with an ingratiating smile lurking behind gig-lamp specs. The gist of the article was that Russia could not hope to become a normal country until her people and the powers-that-be recognised other people’s property rights as deserving of respect.


			As a concept it made complete sense, yet for some reason it failed to inspire me. This may have been because my father was overfond of using expressions I did not at the time understand (‘plebs’, ‘responsible elites’). The smile on the paternal visage was obviously addressed not to me but to the ‘responsible elites’ whose comfortable substance I was being exhorted to respect.


			Approaching the end of my school days, I began to think about a profession. Glossy magazines and advertisements vaguely indicated the direction I should take to succeed in life, but the nature of the recommended steps that would lead to the achievement of my goal remained, so far as I could see, a closely guarded secret.


			‘If the quantity of fluid passing through a pipeline per unit of time remains static or increases only in a linear progression,’ my physics teacher was fond of intoning during lessons, ‘it is only logical to assume that it will take a long time for the number of people with access to the pipeline to increase.’


			The theorem had the ring of plausibility, but rather than encouraging me to join the lemming rush towards the pipeline in question, it made me want to distance myself as far as possible from it. I decided to enter the Institute of African and Asian Countries, to learn some exotic language and work in the tropics.


			The course of study needed to gain admittance to the Institute was expensive, and my mother categorically declined to pay for tutors. I appreciated this was due not to simple miserliness but to the lack of money in the family budget, and did not make too much of a fuss. A suggestion that I might approach my father precipitated the usual row, my mother declaring that a real man ought to be able to make it from scratch on his own.


			I would have been happy to make it from scratch on my own, but the problem was that I could not see how, or where, to start scratching. The thick fog all around was not in itself the problem: I simply had no idea in which direction I should set off in search of sun and money.


			I failed at the first hurdle, an examination essay. The exam was, for some reason, based in the physics faculty of Moscow State University, and the subject was: ‘The Image of the Motherland in my Heart.’ I wrote about the cartoon film in which the small tubby characters had sung about the grasshopper, about the sliced-up hockey puck labelled ‘USSR’, and about the smart, conniving whales … Needless to say I knew in my bones that in any attempt to enter such a prestigious Higher Education establishment it would be suicidal to speak the truth, but I had no choice. What sealed my fate, so I was informed, was a phrase in my essay: ‘Despite everything, I am a patriot: I love our cruel, unjust society living in conditions of permafrost.’ The word ‘society’, apparently, should have been followed by a comma.


			On my way to the final interview with the entrance application panel, I caught sight of a drawing on the door depicting a happy-looking snail (its smile, as with the photograph of my father on the Internet, directed at someone else). Below it was a verse from an ancient Japanese poet:


			Oh snail!
When climbing to the top of Mount Fuji,
there is no need to hurry …


			Taking out a pen, I added:


			There are enough snails
on the top of Mount Fuji
as it is.


			The rejection letter was the first real reverse of my life. My response to fate’s decree was to take a job as a lorry unloader at the supermarket not far from our house.


			For the first few days I felt as though I had sunk to the very dregs of existence, below the level at which the laws of Social Darwinism could begin to operate. But I soon came to realise that no chasm, no ghetto, could be deep or isolated enough to insulate one against these laws, because any individual cell in the social organism functions according to principles identical to those of society as a whole. I even recall the circumstances in which this became clear to me (I was at the time teetering on the brink of clairvoyance, although this was to become clear only much later.)


			I was watching an English film, Dune, in which interstellar travel is accomplished by beings called Navigators who routinely consume a special narcotic that transforms them into a creature halfway between man and pterodactyl. The Navigator would spread his membranous wings, in so doing shrinking space and enabling a flotilla of cosmic ships to transport itself from any part of the cosmos to any other … It occurred to me that somewhere in Moscow a similarly evil species of web-winged creature had spread its wings over our world. People did not notice but continued ant-like to crawl about, preoccupied by their own affairs without realising that they no longer had any affairs to speak of. Excluded from the loop, they had no idea they were already living in another universe where different laws applied.


			These laws operated in the world of the unloaders. There was an accepted level of stealing (neither too far below nor too far above the norm) and a common fund of stolen goods from which distributions were made in equitable proportions. One had no choice but to fight for a place nearer the invisible sun – to fight, moreover, not just any old how but according to the prescriptions of a time-honoured choreography of body movements. All in all, it was a place with its own Mount Fuji, however paltry and vomit-spattered.


			Here also, I should mention, my social origins were against me. Supervisors took to assigning me to consecutive night shifts, night after night on the trot, and dropping me in it with Management. The prospect of ending up as a loser even among unloaders was intolerable, and the second summer after leaving school I quit the job.


			While it lasted, the money I had earned from the supermarket – including my ill-gotten proceeds, which amounted to a tidy sum – left me in a position to maintain a reasonable degree of independence from my mother and to restrict contact with her to a minimum. For all practical purposes, this was confined to a single ritual exchange: every now and again my mother would stop me in the hallway and say, ‘Well, go on then, look me straight in the eye!’


			She was convinced that I was using drugs and believed herself capable of determining at any given time whether I was stoned or not. As a matter of fact I did not use any illegal substances at all, but in my mother’s eyes I was under the influence of a whole cocktail of narcotics almost every day. Her assessments were based not on any objective measurements such as the dimensions of the pupil or the condition of the whites of the eyes, but on certain specific indices known only to her – which helpfully prevented me from learning techniques to conceal them. For this reason it was impossible to contest my mother’s expertise in this field. It was a contest that in any case I declined, aware that the only result would be to provide yet more evidence to support the justice of her attitude. (‘It’s dreadful how aggressive you get when you’ve taken drugs!’)


			In addition to these gifts, my mother possessed remarkable powers of hypnosis. It was enough, for instance, for her to say, ‘See, there you go again, gabbling your words,’ for me to begin doing exactly that, although I had not hitherto even known what the expression meant. Therefore, whenever my mother got too much for me, I would clam up and leave the house for hours at a time.


			One summer’s day we had our usual row about my taking drugs. On this occasion, it was unusually stormy and I felt I absolutely had to get out of the house. As I went through the door, I lost control and said: ‘That’s it. I won’t live here any longer.’


			‘Good news,’ replied my mother from the kitchen.


			Needless to say, neither of us really meant it.


			It was nice in the centre of town, quiet and not too many people around. I wandered through the little streets between Tverskoi Boulevard and the Garden Ring. I was not thinking very clearly, but it occurred to me that the reason Moscow in summer is so beautiful owes less to its streets and its buildings than to the obscure promise of escape it harbours. This promise was all around – in the breeze, in the fluffy white clouds, in the puffballs floating down from the poplar trees that this year had flowered early.


			Suddenly my attention was attracted to an arrow drawn in green chalk on the pavement. Beside it, written in the same green chalk, were the words


			Your chance to join the elite
22.06 18:40–18:55
A genuine unrepeatable opportunity


			My watch showed a quarter to seven. Also, it was 22 June, the day of the summer solstice. The arrow, already all but erased by the feet of passers-by, was obviously part of a game someone was playing. But whoever the instigator was, it was a game I felt drawn to play.


			I looked around. The few passers-by were absorbed in their own affairs and no one paid any attention to me. Neither was there anything of interest to be seen in the windows of the nearby buildings.


			The arrow pointed towards a shabby archway into a courtyard. I went through and saw another green arrow pointing to the farthest corner, this time with no accompanying inscription. I went on a few paces and saw a small, depressed-looking yard with two old cars, a large waste container and a back door in the middle of a painted brick wall. On the asphalt in front of the door was another green arrow.


			There were more arrows on the staircase. The last was on the fifth floor, and it pointed towards a steel-reinforced back door to a large flat. The door was half-open. Holding my breath, I looked through the crack and immediately recoiled in fright.


			A man was standing in the semi-darkness behind the door. He held in his hands an object that looked like a blowtorch but I saw no more because something he did caused everything to go black.


			At this point, my memory of what had occurred reached a point which was in such close alignment with the present that I remembered where I was – and came back to myself.


		


	

		

			MITHRA


			I was standing upright at the Swedish parallel bars. I desperately needed to go to the toilet. Also, there was something odd about my mouth. Inspecting it with my tongue, I discovered that the upper incisors had been extracted and in their place were two holes in the gum. I must have spat out the teeth while unconscious, because there was no trace of them in my mouth.


			I sensed vaguely that the room contained another living creature besides myself, but since my eyes refused to focus I could see nothing in front of me except an indistinct smudge. The smudge was trying to attract my attention, uttering muffled sounds and repeating the same movements over and over again. Suddenly my eyes regained their focus and I saw before me a man I had never seen before, dressed in black. He was passing his hand in front of my face, testing whether I reacted to the change in light. Seeing that I had come back to my senses, the stranger inclined his head in a gesture of welcome and said: ‘Mithra.’


			I assumed that was his name.


			Mithra was a tall, scrawny young man with a piercing gaze, a pointy Spanish-style beard and barely detectable moustache. A faintly Mephistophelean air hung about him, one which might, however, perhaps have undergone a recent upgrade, increasing the level of tolerance. This particular devil would not necessarily shrink from a good deed provided it had a reasonable prospect of accelerating progress towards his evil goal.


			‘Roman,’ I croaked in reply, and turned my eyes to the sofa along the wall opposite.


			It no longer supported a corpse. The blood on the floor had also vanished.


			‘Where is …?’


			‘They’ve taken him away,’ said Mithra. ‘A tragic event, alas, that took us completely by surprise.’


			‘What was his mask for?’


			‘The deceased had been rendered unsightly as a result of an accident.’


			‘Why did he shoot himself?’


			Mithra shrugged. ‘No one knows. The deceased left a note to the effect that you are to succeed him.’ He measured me up and down with a thoughtful look. ‘And that seems to be the case.’


			‘I do not want to,’ I said quietly.


			‘Do – not – want – to?’ repeated Mithra, stretching out the words.


			I shook my head.


			‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘By rights you should be extremely happy. After all, you are an advanced young man. You must be, otherwise Brahma would not have chosen you. You just haven’t yet understood how fortunate you are. Forget all your doubts. In any case, there is no way back … You’d do better to tell me how you are feeling in yourself?’


			‘Bad,’ I said. ‘Head hurts terribly. And I need to go to the toilet.’


			‘Anything else?’


			‘Some of my teeth seem to have fallen out. The upper incisors.’


			‘We’ll check everything out now,’ said Mithra. ‘One second.’


			In his hand appeared a short glass test tube with a black stopper. It was half filled with a clear liquid.


			‘This vessel contains some red liquid from a man’s veins diluted with water. The concentration is one part to a hundred …’


			‘Who was the man?’


			‘You’ll see.’


			I did not understand what Mithra meant by this.


			‘Open your mouth,’ he directed.


			‘Is there any danger?’


			‘None at all. Vampires are immune to any diseases transmitted by red liquid.’


			I did as I was told, and Mithra carefully deposited on my tongue a few drops from the test tube. I could detect no difference between the liquid and ordinary water: if there was anything alien it, it had no taste.


			‘Now rub your tongue against your upper gum, inside the teeth. You will see something after this. We call it the personality map.’


			I touched the palate with the tip of my tongue. Now I could feel something extrinsic. It was not painful, more of a slight tingling, as if from a low-powered electrical current. I took my tongue several times round the palate, and suddenly …


			Had I not still been strapped to the bars, I would have lost my balance. Without warning I experienced a blindingly powerful sensation, unlike anything I had previously known. I was seeing, or more accurately feeling, another human being from the inside, as if I had myself become him, as sometimes happens in dreams.


			Inside the aurora-borealis-like cloud within which the apparition presented itself to me, I could distinguish two contrasting zones, repulsion and attraction, dark and light, cold and hot. The zones overlapped at multiple points forming overlays and archipelagos so that the intersections sometimes resembled islands of warmth in a frozen sea, at other times icebound lakes in a temperate landscape. Everything in the zone of repulsion was unpleasant and painful – all the things this person did not like. The attraction zone, by contrast, contained all that gave him reason to live.


			I was looking at what Mithra had called his ‘personality map’. Indeed, I could sense an invisible path threading through both zones, hard to describe but nevertheless palpable, like rails along which, insensibly and involuntarily, the attention slid. It had been formed by traces of the mind’s habitual pathways, a furrow worn by repeated thoughts, a meandering trajectory of the mind’s daily cognitive processes. By studying the personality map for a few seconds it was possible to penetrate the subject’s most salient characteristics. I did not need Mithra to explain this to me; it was as if I had known it all along.


			This particular individual worked as an IT engineer in a Moscow bank and harboured a multiplicity of secrets, some of them shameful, which he kept from other people. But the most insidious, the most secret and humiliating of all his problems, was his inadequate grasp of Windows.


			He hated it, and had been hating many a version of this operating system for more than a decade already – as a long-term convict in the camps learns to hate several generations of guards. The depth of his hatred verged on the comic, to the extent that when Windows Vista came on stream he would be upset by hearing the Spanish expression ‘hasta la vista’ when he went to the cinema. Everything connected to his line of work was to be found in his zone of repulsion, and in the centre of this zone fluttered the flag of Windows.


			At first I thought that sex was the nodal point of the zone of attraction. But when I looked more closely, I saw that the chief source of joy in this particular life was, in fact, beer. Stated simply, the man lived to drink good German beer immediately after sex, and for this was ready to endure all the horrors of fate. He may not have known himself what for him was the key to life, but to me it was as clear as day.


			I cannot claim that the stranger’s life was opened to me in its entirety. It was more as though I stood at the half-open door of a darkened room, tracing by the light of a torch the images depicted on its walls. Whenever I allowed the light to linger on a particular picture it would momentarily expand and then dissolve into hundreds of others; this pattern was repeated again and again. Theoretically I could have accessed every single one of the memories, but there were simply far too many of them. After a while the images faded, as though the battery in the torch was exhausted, and everything grew dark.


			‘Did you see?’ asked Mithra.


			I nodded.


			‘What did you see?’


			‘A computer specialist.’


			‘Describe him.’


			‘Like a set of scales,’ I said. ‘Beer on one side, Windows on the other.’


			Mithra showed no surprise at this strange phrase. He took a few drops of the liquid into his mouth and for a few seconds moved his lips back and forth.


			‘Yes,’ he assented. ‘Windows Ex Pee …’


			The response did not surprise me. It was one of the ways our computer expert had demonstrated his special loathing of this particular version of the operating system marketed as XP.


			‘What was I seeing?’ I asked. ‘What was it?’


			‘What you have been experiencing was your first degustation, your first tasting. In the weakest possible concentration. Had the solution been at full strength, you would have lost all knowledge of who you yourself really are, and if that had happened everything would take much longer to accomplish. Until you get used to it, it can produce a severe psychic trauma. But you will only have as strong a reaction as that in the initial stages; later you’ll get used to it … In any case, my congratulations. You are now one of us. Or at least, almost one of us.’


			‘Forgive me for asking,’ I said, ‘but who are you?’


			‘I am your friend and comrade. I’m a little older than you. I hope we are going to be friends.’


			‘In the light of our future friendship,’ I said, ‘might I ask you to do me a friendly service in advance?’


			Mithra smiled. ‘But of course.’


			‘Could you untie me from these wall bars? I need to go to the toilet.’


			‘By all means,’ said Mithra. ‘I ask your pardon, but I had to be certain that everything in the procedure had gone according to plan.’


			When the straps binding me fell to the floor, I attempted to take a step forward but would have fallen over had Mithra not caught hold of me.


			‘Steady on,’ he said. ‘You may have problems for a while with your vestibular apparatus. It takes a few weeks for the Tongue to take root fully … are you able to walk? Shall I help you?’


			‘I can walk,’ I said. ‘Where is it?’


			‘Down the corridor on the left. By the kitchen.’


			The bathroom appointments were consistent with the style of the rest of the apartment: a museum of Gothic sanitaryware. Sitting on a black throne with a hole in the middle, I tried to compose my thoughts. But in this I was unsuccessful: my thoughts simply refused to be corralled into any sort of coherence. It was as if they had vanished somewhere. I felt no fear, no excitement, no concern for what would happen next.


			Emerging from the toilet, I realised that no one was keeping guard over me. There was no one in the passage, nor in the kitchen. The back door through which I had entered the apartment was only a few paces from the kitchen. But the strangest thing of all was that the idea of flight did not occur to me. I knew that I was going to return to the room and continue my conversation with Mithra. Why have I no desire to escape? I thought.


			The reason was that in some way I knew that to do so would not be right. In my efforts to understand why this should be so, I discovered something very odd indeed. My mind seemed to have developed a centre of gravity of its own accord, a kind of black sphere implanted so ineradicably that nothing could threaten the balance of a soul so equipped. Located in this sphere was the faculty of reviewing and assessing all possible options for acceptance or rejection. The prospect of flight had been weighed in the balance and found wanting.


			The sphere wanted me to return, and this being what the sphere wanted, I complied. It was not an instruction; all the sphere had to do was tilt in the direction of the desired decision, and I followed the inclination.


			So that was why Mithra allowed me to leave the room, went through my mind. He knew I would not run away.


			I deduced that the source of Mithra’s knowledge was his possession of a similar sphere.


			‘What is it, exactly?’ I asked when I returned to the room.


			‘What are you referring to?’


			‘I’ve got some kind of nucleus inside me. Everything I try to think about now passes through it. It’s as though I have lost my soul.’


			‘Lost your soul?’ Mithra asked. ‘What do you need it for, anyhow?’


			Evidently, confusion was written all over my face. Mithra burst out laughing.


			‘Is your soul the same thing as you, or is it not you?’ he asked.


			‘In what sense?’


			‘In the literal sense. Is what you call your soul you, or something else?’


			‘I suppose it is myself … or maybe not – perhaps it is something separate.’


			‘Let’s look at this logically. If your soul is not you but something other, why should you bother about it? But if it is you, how could you possibly lose it, when here you are?’


			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I see you can talk anybody into anything.’


			‘And we’ll teach you to do so, as well. I know why you’re in such a stew about it.’


			‘Why?’


			‘Culture shock. According to human mythology, anyone who becomes a vampire loses his or her soul. That is nonsense. You might just as well say that a boat loses its soul when it is fitted with an engine. You haven’t lost anything. You have only gained. But you have gained so much that everything you knew previously has been so compressed as to become virtually non-existent. That is why you feel you have lost something.’


			I sat on the sofa that only a short while ago had supported the corpse of the masked man. Normally I would feel most ill at ease sitting in such a place, but the heavy black globe inside me was quite indifferent.


			‘It’s not actually a sense of loss,’ I said. ‘I don’t even feel that I am I any more.’


			‘Correct,’ replied Mithra. ‘You are not you now, you are another. What you sense as a nucleus is your Tongue. Before you it lived in Brahma. Now it lives in you.’


			‘I remember,’ I said. ‘Brahma told me that his Tongue would transfer to me.’


			‘But don’t run away with the idea, please, that you have Brahma’s Tongue. Brahma was the servant of the Tongue, not the other way round.’


			‘Whose Tongue is it now?’


			‘You cannot say it is anyone’s. It belongs to itself. The vampire’s person is divided between the head and the Tongue. The head is the human side of the vampire, the social person with all his or her accumulated baggage and impedimenta. But the Tongue, the other centre of the personality, is the more important. It is the Tongue that makes you a vampire.’


			‘But what, exactly, is it?’


			‘The Tongue is another living creature, one from a higher plane of nature. The Tongue is immortal and moves from one vampire to another, or rather from one person to another, like the rider of a horse. But it can exist only in a symbiotic relationship with a human brain. Take a look at this.’


			Mithra pointed to the picture of Napoleon mounted on horseback. The Emperor looked a bit like a penguin, and if you felt like it you could see the picture as a circus number: a penguin riding a horse in the midst of a firework display.


			‘I don’t feel the Tongue with my body,’ I said, ‘but somehow differently.’


			‘Quite right. The trick is that the Tongue’s consciousness elides with the consciousness of the host in whom it has taken up residence. Just now I compared the vampire with the rider of a horse, but a truer analogy would be a centaur. Some people say that the Tongue subordinates the human mind to itself. But it would be more accurate to see the relationship as the Tongue raising the human being to its own higher level.’


			‘Higher level?’ I queried. ‘My feeling is just the opposite, I’m at the bottom of some kind of pit. If this is higher, why does everything seem so dark to me?’


			Mithra hesitated.


			‘Darkness can be under the earth, and also high in the heavens. I know how you feel. It is a difficult time both for you and for the Tongue. You might think of it as a second birth – metaphorically for you, literally so for the Tongue. For the Tongue it is a new incarnation, as all the human memory and experiences that have accumulated in a former vampire host evaporate when it moves to a new body. You are a blank sheet of paper, a newborn vampire who must study, study, study.’


			‘What do I have to study?’


			‘Your job is to become, in a short space of time, an individual of high culture and exceptional refinement, significantly superior in intellectual and physical capacity to the great majority of humankind.’


			‘How am I supposed to achieve this in a short space of time?’


			‘We have special methods, very quick and effective ones. But the most important things the Tongue will teach you. You will cease to feel it as something alien. You and it will become one.’


			‘How does that work? Does the Tongue absorb part of my brain?’


			‘No. It replaces the tonsils and makes contact with the prefrontal cortex. In effect it adds a supplementary element to the brain.’


			‘And I remain myself?’


			‘In what sense?’


			‘Well, will I suddenly become someone else?’


			‘Look, whatever happens, tomorrow you will be different from what you are today, and the day after tomorrow even more so. If something is destined to happen, let it happen to your advantage. Is that not so?’


			I got up from the sofa and took a few steps around the room. Each step was difficult to accomplish and inhibited my ability to think. I felt that Mithra was manipulating the conversation, or perhaps laughing up his sleeve at me. But in my present state I was in no position to argue with him.


			‘What am I supposed to do now?’ I asked. ‘Should I go home?’


			Mithra shook his head.


			‘In no circumstances. You live in this apartment now. The deceased’s personal belongings have all been removed. Whatever remains here is your inheritance. You have work which you must get down to.’


			‘What at?’


			‘You will have private tuition. Make a start on getting used to your new status. And to your new name.’


			‘What new name?’


			Mithra took me by the shoulders and turned me around so that I was facing the mirror on the sideboard. I looked terrible. Mithra pointed with his finger to my forehead, where I observed a brown-coloured inscription, already drying out and cracking, and remembered that before Brahma died he had written something there in blood.


			‘A-M-A-T,’ I began spelling out the letters backwards. ‘No, A-M-A-R …’


			‘Rama,’ Mithra corrected me. ‘According to ancient custom, vampires take the names of gods. But all gods are different. You will have to think deeply about the meaning of your name. It is a lamp which will illuminate your path.’


			He fell silent, evidently anticipating another question. But I had no more to ask.


			‘That is the way we speak of it – the lamp, I mean,’ explained Mithra. ‘It’s another of our traditions. But to be honest, you won’t get lost even without the lamp, because for a vampire there is only the one path. And with or without a lamp there is only one direction for you to travel.’


			He broke into laughter.


			‘Now it is time for me to go,’ he said. ‘We shall meet again at the time of the Great Fall.’


			Must be some kind of a joke, I decided.


			‘What on earth is that?’


			‘It’s a sort of examination to become a vampire.’


			‘I’m not much good at exams,’ I said. ‘I usually fail them.’


			‘You must never blame yourself when the blame should be put on the system. That essay you wrote was very good, full of freshness and candour. It also testified to your literary gifts. Your only problem was that there were already too many snails on the summit of Fuji.’


			‘You got that from biting me, I suppose?’


			He nodded, thrust his hand into his pocket and withdrew a narrow glass tube, about the dimensions of a cigarette, with a plastic stopper at either end. The phial contained several drops of blood.


			‘This is your personal material. Others will acquaint themselves with it – our superiors.’


			He raised his eyes upwards in an expressive gesture.


			‘Now let’s deal with a few practical problems. You will find money in the escritoire. I expect you will need some. Your meals will be brought up from the restaurant downstairs. A cleaning lady will come in twice a week to tidy up. If there is anything you need, just go out and buy it.’


			‘Where could I possibly go, looking like this?’ I asked, nodding towards the reflection of my ravaged face in the mirror.


			‘That will soon clear up. I’ll arrange for you to be brought everything you need, in the way of clothes and shoes.’


			‘Shall I tell you my size?’


			‘No need,’ he answered and clicked his tongue. ‘I already know it.’


		


	

		

			ENLIL MARATOVICH


			As a child I was always hungry for miracles. I would have unhesitatingly jumped at the chance to become a flying Tibetan yogi like Milarepa or to study with a famous magician, as Carlos Castaneda and Harry Potter did. Even a less illustrious destiny would have done for me: to become a hero of the cosmos, to discover a new planet, or to write one of those great novels that shake the hearts of men, forcing critics to grind their teeth and fire their turd projectiles from the depths of their stinking pits.


			But to become a bloodsucking vampire …


			At night I was plagued by bad dreams. I saw my friends weeping over my misfortune, telling me how sorry they were that they could not help me. Towards morning I dreamt of my mother. She was tearful and tender in a way I could hardly ever recall her being in life. Dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief embroidered with the Von Storckwinkel crest, she whispered: ‘Romochka, my spirit watched over you as you lay asleep in your cot. But you fixed me fast to the wall with superglue and there was nothing I could do to help you!’


			I did not know how to answer her, but my Tongue came to the rescue; it was viewing my dreams along with me (presumably for the Tongue there was little difference between dreams and reality).


			‘Excuse me, you are not his mama,’ the Tongue announced in my voice. ‘The only thing his real mother would have said would be to accuse him of sniffing the glue.’


			Then I woke up. I was lying in an enormous bed beneath a baldaquin embroidered in brown and gold. A blind of the same heavy material covered the window; all the furnishings of the room were in Gothic style. On the bedside table was a 1950s black ebony telephone.


			I got up and dragged myself into the bathroom. Catching sight of myself in the mirror, I shuddered. Half of my face was covered in black and violet bruises round the eyes, which made me look as if I had been brutally concussed. They had not been visible the day before, but now they looked awful. For the rest, however, it was not too bad. I had washed the blood off the previous evening; all that could be seen on my neck was a small dried up hole just below the jawline, like the trace left by a nail that had broken the skin at that point. No blood oozed from it and it no longer hurt. It was hard to believe that such an insignificant wound could have been the cause of such excruciating pain.


			My mouth had resumed its normal appearance, except for the thick orange patina that had appeared on my swollen palate. The area round it was slightly numb. The cavities from which my incisor teeth had disappeared itched horribly, and in the black orifices could already be seen the sugar-white tips of new teeth, which seemed to be growing at an implausible rate.


			The kernel inside me, though ever-present, no longer troubled me. During the night I had become almost completely accustomed to it. I experienced a feeling of phlegmatic detachment, as if whatever took place concerned not me but another individual whom I was observing from a fourth dimension. The sensation induced a feeling of relaxed freedom and a pleasing absence of obligation, even though I was still in too feeble a state to attempt anything like self-analysis.


			I took a shower and set about inspecting my new flat. Its size and air of gloomy luxury made a great impression on me. Besides the bedroom and the room with the filing cabinet there was a home cinema room with a collection of masks on the wall: Venetian, African, Chinese and some others that I could not identify. There was also a kind of drawing room with armchairs, a fireplace and, in the place of honour, an antique radio set in a mahogany case.


			Finally, there was a room whose purpose I could not divine at all. It was actually more like a large store cupboard, its floor covered with thick, soft cushions. The walls were draped in black velvet decorated with stars, planets and the sun. All the heavenly bodies bore human faces, sombre and impenetrable. In the middle of the room there was an object resembling a huge silver stirrup: a horizontal bar attached to a curved metal rod hanging by a chain from the ceiling. From the wall protruded a metal valve wheel, which raised or lowered the rod above the cushions. What the purpose of this apparatus was I could not imagine, unless it were to accommodate a giant parrot with a taste for solitude … Also on the walls of the storeroom were some small white boxes resembling alarm sensors.


			The room with the filing cabinet, where Brahma had shot himself, was at least more familiar to me as I had spent some considerable time in it. I therefore felt entitled to inspect it in greater detail.


			It had clearly served its former owner as a study, even though it was hard to determine what sort of work he had done there. Opening at random some of the drawers in the cabinet I found plastic racks supporting clips of test tubes, sealed with black rubber stoppers. Each of them contained two or three cc’s of clear liquid.


			I guessed what they were. Mithra had given me my experimental ‘Windows Ex Pee’ preparation from just such a test tube. Evidently, the filing cabinet contained what was in effect a vampire’s library. The test tubes were all labelled with letters and numerals. There was also a label on each drawer front, consisting of letters and numbers. Presumably somewhere there must be a catalogue of the library’s contents.


			Two pictures of nudes hung on the wall. In the first of them, a young naked girl of about twelve years of age was sitting in an armchair. The effect was rather spoilt by the fact that her head was that of a balding, no longer young Nabokov, the join in the region of the neck masked by a spotted bow tie of an overtly bourgeois design. The picture was entitled ‘Lolita’.


			The other picture showed a very similar girl, except that her skin was extra white and her breasts completely undeveloped. Nabokov’s face in this picture was distinctly old and flabby, and the bow tie masking the join disproportionately large and garish with comets, colourful cockerels and geographical symbols. This picture was entitled ‘Ada’.


			There were some differences in the physical details of the two childish bodies, but it was disagreeable and even frightening to look at them too closely, because in a masterful effect the unknown artist had contrived to make the eyes of both Nabokovs stare at the viewer with a penetrating, faintly affronted intensity.


			I suddenly became aware of a barely perceptible movement of air around my neck.


			‘Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov als Wille und Vorstellung,’ said a resonant bass voice behind my back.


			Startled, I turned round. A metre from me stood a short, portly man wearing a black jacket over a dark polo-neck sweater. His eyes were hidden behind black mirror glasses. In appearance he was between fifty and sixty years old, with bushy eyebrows, a hooked nose and a high, bald forehead.


			‘Do you know what it was the artist intended to convey with these pictures?’ he enquired.


			I shook my head.


			‘Nabokov’s novels Lolita and Ada are variants of the triple bed. Vladimir Vladimirovich, like Lenin in the olden times, is always with us. That is the meaning.’


			I looked from Lolita to Ada, and noticed that the latter’s milk-white skin was rather flyblown.


			‘Lolita?’ I queried. ‘Does that come from LOL?’


			‘I’m not with you,’ said the stranger.


			‘“Laugh Out Loud”,’ I explained. ‘Internet terminology. Like “IMHO” or “ASAP”. So a “LOLita” would be a girl who laughs a lot.’


			‘Ah, yes,’ sighed the stranger. ‘Autres temps, autres mœurs. Sometimes I feel that I’m a museum exhibit … Do you read Nabokov?’


			‘I have done,’ I lied.


			‘What do you think of him?’


			‘Bullshit,’ I declared confidently. ‘Who cares what that old clown had to say?’


			I had long realised this was the sort of opinion that conferred immunity from looking foolish. You could never be in error with judgments like that.


			‘Old clown? Bingo, your starter for ten!’ said the stranger and smiled. ‘I see how you get there. Look at the Harlequins, right? And those lilac lozenges on Pnin’s socks … Has to be more than just a coincidence …’


			I remembered that the back door was always left open. Evidently that was how this madman had got into the flat.


			‘All this,’ continued the stranger, ‘can definitely be traced back to the glass pavilion in Vyra, with its coloured lozenges at which the terminally bored future writer would stare during some French or English lesson. Isn’t it incredible that such a tiny seed produced so powerful a shoot?’


			He may not be mad, after all, I thought.


			‘I don’t quite understand,’ I said politely. ‘What made you describe these novels of the writer Nabokov as a triple bed?’


			‘Because whenever you come across lovers in his books, you always find him lying between them. Every now and again he drops in a subtle aside which draws attention to himself. This can seem rather discourteous to the reader’s sensibilities, unless, of course, he happens to be a gerontophile … Do you know what my favourite erotic book is?’


			The intensity with which the stranger spoke was quite staggering.


			‘No,’ I said.


			‘It’s Dunno on the Moon, the third book in the trilogy about the midget people from the City of the Sun. It hasn’t a single word of erotica in it, that’s why it is the most erotic text of the twentieth century. Read it, and just think what those little guys must have got up to in their rocket during their long flight to the moon …’


			No, definitely not mad. On the contrary, a very intelligent man.


			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I used to think about that too, when I was a little boy. But who are you?’


			‘My name is Enlil. Enlil Maratovich if you prefer to be formal and call me by my name and patronymic.’


			‘You startled me.’


			He held out to me a paper napkin. ‘There is a wet patch on your neck. Wipe it with this.’


			I could not feel anything, but did as I was told. Two tiny spots of blood showed up on the paper towel. I realised why he had started talking about the little people from the City of the Sun.


			‘You as well … yes?’


			‘Outsiders do not come in here.’


			‘Who are you?’


			‘In the world of people I would be regarded as top brass,’ replied Enlil Maratovich. ‘In vampire speak I am simply the co-ordinator.’


			‘Ah, now I get you,’ I said, ‘although at first I thought you were just mad. Lozenges, Nabokov on the Moon … It’s your way of distracting attention, isn’t it, to keep one from noticing the bite?’


			Enlil Maratovich smiled wryly. ‘How are you feeling?’


			‘Not too good.’


			‘I must say you don’t look very well, not to put too fine a point on it. But that is par for the course. I have brought you some cream. You must rub it into your bruises at night. By morning they will all have gone. And I’ll also get some calcium tablets for you. You should take fifteen each day, for the teeth.’


			‘Thank you.’


			‘I detect,’ said Enlil Maratovich, ‘a certain lack of enthusiasm for what has befallen you. Don’t pretend otherwise; there is no need. I know. It’s quite normal. Not only that, it’s admirable. It shows you are a good person.’


			‘Does a vampire need to be a good person?’


			Enlil Maratovich’s eyebrows shot upwards into his forehead.


			‘But of course,’ he said. ‘How could it be otherwise?’


			‘But surely …’ I began, but trailed off without finishing. What I had meant to say was that I saw little necessity to be a good person in order to suck the blood of another – rather the reverse, but then thought it would be impolite.


			‘Rama,’ said Enlil Maratovich, ‘you have no understanding of what sort of creatures we really are. Everything you think you know about vampires is false. Now I want to show you something. Come with me.’


			I followed him into the room with the fireplace and the easy chairs. Enlil Maratovich went over to the fireplace and pointed to a black and white photograph of a bat hanging above it. The photo had been taken from very close up. The bat had small, beady black eyes, erect ears like a terrier’s, and a wrinkled up pig’s snout of a nose. It looked like a cross between a piglet and a dog.


			‘What is that?’ I asked.


			‘Desmodus rotundus. The vampire bat. It is found in the Americas on both sides of the equator. It feeds on the red liquid in the bodies of large animals, and lives in big families in old caves.’
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