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  “. . . in an age when mighty states are collapsing in ruins, when the old forms of rule are falling apart, when our whole social world is about to expire, in this age the sensibilities of the individual are swiftly being transformed. The overwhelming urge for variety and pleasure is acquiring irresistible force. The forms of marriage and sexual relations in the bourgeois sense no longer satisfy us. A revolution is coming in the realm of marriage and sexual relations that is in harmony with the proletarian revolution.”




   




  LENIN




   




  (From a conversation with Klara Tsetkin.)




  





  1. Farewell to the Dear Departed




  The funeral was marked with appropriate solemnity.




  Who among the friends and relatives of Afanasy Leontyevich Kondratyev could have foreseen that his earthly travels would end so abruptly in a Moscow cemetery? Having, in the face of all the odds, climbed high up the ladder of an internal trade organization that had recently expanded abroad—which meant frequent trips to international fairs—Kondratyev (R.I.P.) had looked to the future with such bright expectations! The great advantages of his position, which promised only to grow greater with time, had already benefited both his family and those intimate friends who had gathered to make some return payment through this last homage.




  It was blatantly obvious that Soviet trade had been kind to Afanasy Leontyevich, obvious in the elegance of the clothes worn by his young widow and most of the others present, obvious in the air of untouchable superiority that set these fortunate beings apart from the common herd. All this, of course, only added to the sense of loss the mourners felt, and the poignancy was heightened by a Moscow spring sky, so distant and delicately azure, in which a scattering of the downiest of clouds, light and high, delicately unfurled themselves.




  The sun burned down more hotly. Feeling its radiance, fresh grass, new leaves and vines gathered strength, insinuated themselves into every corner of the graveyard to soften with their glowing greens the stark whites and grays of the tombstones.




  Everywhere the plants were thrusting themselves through the iron fence. This was a remote, seldom used corner of the cemetery, where the poorly-tended graves were being overrun by springy bushes, where the trees crowded together almost hiding the paths. It was thanks to the friendly intervention of Esper Ozirisovich Tsanatovsky—head of the Moscow Funeral Bureau—that the family of the departed had managed to get a private plot where a small but tasteful monument might be erected to commemorate the achievements and to honor the memory of Kondratyev, taken so cruelly before his time by a heart attack.




  Tsanatovsky’s efforts had not been entirely due to friendship, of course. In order to come up with sufficient inducement, the widow had had to cancel an order for a coat that was to be made by a furrier friend from some excellent silver fox pelts her husband had obtained. (Let’s not examine here how Kondratyev had come by the furs; let us merely note that he had been justified in doing so. They had been reserved for export, but he had been outraged that our fair consumers were being unjustly deprived of such beauteous items by trade organizations pandering to the corrupt bourgeois tastes of the West.)




  As a further demonstration of his esteem, Tsanatovsky had asked for a token that would, as he put it, preserve “an evergreen memory of the departed” in his heart, namely Kondratyev’s electronic watch, a priceless item rather discreetly brought back by its deceased owner from his last fair abroad. It had never been worn; Kondratyev had kept it in a safe place, considering it not only an excellent ego-builder but a valuable investment should he decide to place it on the domestic market. (It wouldn’t do to dwell on the methods by which Kondratyev derived such benefits from his job, interesting as they might be as illustrations of the adroitness and keen wit of mankind; pale imitators might be tempted to reap the fruits of his inventive mind. Such secrets should remain the property of those who have earned them—the deserving servants of the Soviet import-export trade.)




  With Kondratyev’s grave almost completely filled in, everyone present had lapsed into respectful silence. The rumble of the city was muted in the presence of eternity. Only the compelling, vibrantly living beauty of the young widow—framed by somber faces, lilacs and graves—challenged the brooding atmosphere.




  She stood somewhat apart from the others, her severe dress, despite the rigidity with which she held herself, only serving to emphasize the sensuousness of her delicate figure. Gazing in frozen disbelief at the pile of fresh earth, she appeared very young and fragile. Her dark, deep-set eyes, her sober, withdrawn countenance, were filled with a longing that might have been mistaken by a superficial observer for carnal lust—rather than the grief she felt. Suffering could not mask her beauty, endowing it instead, by some strange law of emotional compensation, with an incongruous, almost sacrilegious radiance.




  A whisper ran through the group and, hesitantly, one of the men approached her. He was a gray, balding citizen who exuded an air of officious pompous authority. After speaking with her briefly in a low voice, he walked to the opposite end of the rectangle cut into the earth. This was Ivan Ivanovich, one of her husband’s colleagues, who was to deliver the eulogy. He slowly raised his head and, fixing his gaze on some imaginary point in space, engulfed them in the rolling waves of his hoarse, somewhat grating voice.




  “Dear comrades and friends, Afanasy Leontyevich Kondratyev has left us, abandoning his earthly concerns in too untimely a fashion. He is with us no longer. He has gone, leaving behind him a young, inconsolable widow, with whom he shared but two years of uxorial bliss. Our beloved Elena Filippovna looks distractedly about her, but nowhere does she find her devoted spouse. Her eyes search anxiously, but all she sees . . .” Ivan Ivanovich’s voice choked and he rolled his eyes lugubriously. As he stumbled to a halt, as though following his instructions, Elena Filippovna’s wandering gaze shifted to the thicket behind him. At first, she gave it only a vague, indifferent glance, but only for a moment. Then, incredulously, she focused her vision on one spot.




  A pair of magnetic, arrogant eyes were staring back at her from the bushes between the grave and the masses of lilacs. Fixed on her alone, they radiated an intensity that filled all the surrounding space with a cold white light.




  “... and sees,” Ivan Ivanovich continued, “absolute emptiness, an inexplicable void, as it were, which silently encloses her . . .”




  It was as though she heard the words in a dream, distant and incomprehensible. Those compelling eyes were attacking her, taking her body. It seemed as though they wished to penetrate her, to devour her, completely ingest her. Unable to bear so all-consuming a visual embrace, Elena Filippovna lowered her eyes, seemingly searching the inner tranquillity her sorrow demanded.




  She was appalled anew at what she now saw. What shocked her even more (setting her heart beating wildly at the very thought) was that the others could see too. But despite her horror, she seemed utterly incapable of action; she could not look away. Confronting her, sticking out from behind the funeral drapes, through the green half-shade of the foliage, was a huge, throbbing, distended, indecently human object consisting of scandalously scarlet flesh: a proudly erect male member.




  This organ seemed to live an independent life of its own, admitting no connection with any body. Immense, powerful, its dimensions strained the imagination. And yet, considering the circumstances, it was somehow absurd, at the same time. Nonetheless, it contained within itself a kind of eternal reality; its clear, unbelievable summons evoked an echo in previously unsuspected depths of the young woman’s soul. Incredibly, Elena Filippovna felt a sudden surge of relief and self-confidence. Her heart slowed, leaving only a throbbing in her temples; she no longer feared the others noticing. She and it—that triumphant, inviting member—were enclosed in an impenetrable wall.




  She was being overwhelmed by a passion, a desire to see the whole of the tree that bore so dizzying, entrancing, so stupefying a fruit. Imperceptibly she raised her eyes, awed by this deluge of new emotions. Looking through the greenery where she had encountered that cold, piercing gaze, she could make out an insolent young face that displayed a mixture of ennui and cruelty. Full, curved lips smiled at her mockingly; a mop of fair hair crowned the head with childish curls. Elena Filippovna gasped, and broke into bitter sobs.




  “... But your sorrow, dear Elena Filippovna,” Ivan Ivanovich droned on, reciting his speech, “will be completely vanquished by the mighty winds which fill the sails of our socialist state. The wonderful successes of our Soviet industry, in which your late husband, our friend and comrade played such a part, make it wrong for us to lock ourselves within the prison of our own private, personal emotions. Moreover, permit me to say, without offending the tears of our deeply respected Soviet widow, that from her example (your example, dear widow) one can be reassured of the superiority of the Soviet ethic, staunchly leaning upon the strength of the collective, of which every one of us is merely a member ...”




  “Member . . . member ...” The word echoed in her ears. Taking a grip on herself, gradually calming down, she stared at the orator in disbelief. No! she thought. Ivan Ivanovich was no member—other than a paid-up member of the Party and possibly one or two other organizations. Her husband had been that kind of member too.




  But here in front of her was a true member. Not a member of something or other. It was an emblem, not merely some man who had sprung from the earth or descended from the sky to confront her through the dappled leaves, and it was clearly no part of the world inhabited by Ivan Ivanovich or by any of the others standing behind her.




  What she had been made to see, and he knew she had seen it, was so sudden a revelation to her, so total and all-encompassing a liberation that she had instantly buried all else; her life had just now begun. Why could she not be alone with him? Ivan Ivanovich would drone on forever. She shifted her devouring, heavy gaze from the man’s derisive smile back to his swollen organ, flashing between the light and the shadows. A barely perceptible tremor passed across her lips and somehow, involuntarily, her left toe curled upward. Then a hand emerged from the greenery and attached itself to the organ, remaining motionless for a moment before, suddenly, with a two-finger grip, it began to stroke it up and down.




  The movement went on and on. Elena Filippovna had no idea how long it lasted; for her, it seemed an eternity. For it was not only the three-dimensional reality of what she saw that enchanted and enthralled her. Burning waves flowed to her from the huge, coruscating organ and its attendant hand, suffusing her whole being. A piercing tension tautened her breasts painfully, electrifying her nipples, engorged her legs and stomach in languor, penetrated the softness between her legs, her secret recess, and inflicted an unbearable sensation of burning heat on the seat of her femininity.




  The organ, she saw, was still growing, swelling to incredible proportions; the gleaming cylinder of flesh, a contrasting lilac in the green foliage, emerged from the shadow of those two fingers, slippery, blood-filled, ready to glide across the ground or plunge straight into the depths—the obscene and monstrous image of forgotten dreams. The nervous hand moved faster and faster in that single, repeated, voluptuous motion. Elena Filippovna was alone, face-to-face, with this monster; and it was no longer just before her, something removed, but was in her. She was no longer its objective but a part of it, totally joined with it in a unified transport of triumphant passion.




  An impenetrable silence surrounded her; a dull roar filled her ears. Somehow, Elena Filippovna was still able to distinguish the words which flowed monotonously from the orator’s mouth, words that seemed to take flight like a flock of small, gray birds, circling her head and then silently vanishing behind her. She was conscious of her friends and relatives to her rear, but they were all on the far side of the border she had crossed. They were still at the graveside where she had stood with them some thousands of years earlier. For her, all was totally changed.




  The layer of corpses had sunk through the ground and in their place life had sprung upwards seeking the sun, emerging as an enchanted garden. Defying the laws of time, it had all happened instantly, in a single moment exposing the eternal processes of death, decomposition, organic transformation, and renewal. What was its meaning, this primitive member that had miraculously appeared between tombstone and foliage? By what grace had it been granted to her, surrounded by tragedy, to see the face of the unknown youth, to see his hand, explosively controlling body and blood alike?




  Mercy had descended upon her and she was triumphantly reborn; mercy swallowed her whole being to liberate it for baptism, the primal eucharist: the first orgasm. Quick, nervous fingers in a growing frenzy squeezed that huge cylindrical mass of cells, trembling, quivering, until it finally exploded in a celebration of light and life. Simultaneously, something within her tore free of her control, rolled and squeezed her in a prolonged spasm, drawing from her a suppressed cry. A blade of fire plunged between her legs and pierced her throbbing temples with its points—and a wind of joy she had never known cooled her and brought with it peace.




  “Elena Filippovna,” repeated the eulogist, clearly about to bring his funeral oration to a close, “permit me to recall you from the depths of your sorrow and prostration. Remain with us, who are close to you; with us, who will cherish forever the memory of your vanished happiness and of this never-to-be-forgotten moment when you ...”




  He was unable to finish the sentence. A look of total disbelief passed over his face and, whatever his last words were, they were drowned by noise, laughter, yells, and the piercing shrill of an insolent harmonica. Ivan Ivanovich stood there, frozen, while the others followed the direction of his distracted gaze. Before they could begin to comprehend what was happening, they were surrounded by a pack of youths, boys and girls, dressed in the costumes of the degenerate Western “hippies.” They were leaping and dancing hysterically, while two slashed away at guitars.




  Esper Ozirisovich tried unsuccessfully to stop them. “Quiet, please! Stop this, citizens! Don’t you understand what’s going on? This is scandalous! The deceased . . .”




  A handsome young man in his late twenties looked at him coldly. “Fuck you, dad. You know you old bastards aren’t supposed to be here. You got the word. We’ve had this planned for a long time. The sanitation people earned the right to have their party here. They worked for it, not like you shit-eating parasites playing at religion. I’ll bet this . . .” He gestured at the grave and funeral party, “. . . is illegal anyway. Now, move! Get out of here!” He feinted at Esper Ozirisovich, as though he were going to attack him.




  “Please, citizens!” the older man said fearfully, “just give us a moment. Our ceremony is over, really. Let’s not . . .” He hastily backed away, trying to hide himself among the other mourners as a knife appeared in the young man’s hand. “Just allow me one more word, please!” He was anxious to convince the revelers that he was not a religious hypocrite, nothing of the sort, indeed! “You must understand that the deceased was a director, a leading figure in one of the more important administrative organizations, and I, as a friend and colleague. . . .”




  “All right! All right!” the spokesman interrupted. “Now, out! Save your explanations!” The rest of his band were closing in on the mourners, mouthing foul curses and blowing cigarette smoke into the women’s faces—all this, you understand, to the accompaniment of strumming guitars and shrilling harmonicas. “Help them get moving!” the leader shouted. “There are enough stiffs around here already!” He looked at Esper Ozirisovich again. “Out!”




  Hooting and howling, the youths began to herd the already scurrying mourners down the paths that led to the gate. Elena Filippovna’s friends formed a close ring around her to protect her in her sorrow, totally unaware, of course, that her grief had already been dissipated, even before the gang’s arrival. Sorrow was no longer what she felt; pushed along, she barely had time to bestow one final fond glance upon the spot where, among the leaves and behind the obelisk, the miracle had occurred. No one was there now of course; there was only a leaf to catch her eye, gleaming in the sun, a leaf bending down beneath the weight of a heavy drop of whitish liquid. She had no time to see more, and allowed herself to be led away.




  “Wait a minute!” the gang’s leader shouted.




  Ivan Ivanovich, prisoner to his conditioned reflex of automatic obedience, halted. As he turned to look back, the others came to a stop too.




  “The princess stays. She deserves a little fun.” He accompanied his words with a gesture that left no doubt about what “fun” consisted of. He advanced on Elena Filippovna and Ivan Ivanovich reluctantly moved to protect her. The others exchanged frightened glances.




  “Sidor!” The cool, sarcastic voice brought the young man to a stop. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Take my advice and quit fucking around. These people are under my protection.”




  The stranger who had suddenly intervened was a young man of about twenty-five. He wore dark trousers and a light-blue shirt. His corn-colored hair framed a typically Slavic, rather childlike face. His clear, cold, blue eyes gave him a cruel, almost unpleasant expression, emphasizing the disdainful set of his mouth and the premature wrinkles under his eyes and at the corners of his mouth.




  Holding himself rigidly erect, he stood by the new grave, clearly confident he would be obeyed. And, in fact, Sidor, who had pushed Tsanatovsky aside and was about to pull the young widow away from her friends, immediately dropped his hands and actually thrust them behind his back, completing the gesture with an exaggerated bow to the newcomer.




  “All right, all right, Timur. No harm done. I wasn’t planning to steal your princess. It was only a joke.” And turning to his companions, he shouted, “Come on, gang, let’s hear some music! Get to work on those guitars!”




  Elena Filippovna, up to that moment, had not been able to grasp the situation; but from the time the blond youth appeared she had not taken her eyes off him. She stared at him, shocked. The same eyes! The same insolent expression, which never left his face, altering neither for his former ecstasy nor for his present sarcasm. The same man! He flicked her with a quick glance. His cold, clear eyes didn’t change but it seemed to her that his lips curled in an ironic smile.




  Then he turned away.




  Everyone hurried to follow Ivan Ivanovich and Esper Ozirisovich Tsanatovsky along the paths. Behind them, two guitars rent the air, and the youths and their girls bawled out the tune discordantly, parting their ranks for the departing mourners with comically exaggerated respect.




  We met at dusk; She was very bold. Was it with lips or hands That she took me?




  I melted like candy, Fell in love—like a fool, ready to carry her foul body away in my arms.




  And I could hardly wait till the day, when she came all broad and flat she was, just like a flounder.




  Timur walked up to the gang’s leader. “I’ll see you soon. We have business to discuss.”




  “At your service, Timur,” he replied with formal respect, but there was irony in his tone. The mourners, scurrying down the path, were too far away to hear these last words. Timur turned and ran after them.




  Catching up with Tsanatovsky, he exclaimed, “That was really disgraceful! No respect for the dead. Turning a Soviet cemetery into some kind of a delinquents’ playground. That kind just have no respect for decent people. Steps are going to have to be taken; we’ll have to get together on this, Esper Ozirisovich. As a matter of fact, you ought to know something’s already in the planning stages.”




  “We are most grateful to you, Timur Anatolyevich,” Tsanatovsky replied. “Not only I personally but all those present, especially the unfortunate widow. Isn’t that so, Elena Filippovna?” He turned to her. “May I introduce you?”




  But she remained silent, averting her eyes.




  “Please forgive her,” Tsanatovsky said. “She’s really overwhelmed with grief, you know, and after what’s happened here—”




  “I understand,” Timur assured her. “May I ask who the deceased was?”




  “Afanasy Leontyevich Kondratyev, both a friend and a highly respected man.”




  “Ah, well, well,” Timur said a little too casually. “But remember, something is being planned that will interest you. Meanwhile, good-bye.”




  He shook hands with Tsanatovsky and tried unsuccessfully to meet the eyes of the widow who had hidden herself among her friends. He bowed slightly to the others and made his own way to the exit.




  





  2. Meetings in a Restaurant




  Outside the cemetery gates, Timur turned right, and then right again, entering a quiet dead-end alley where his Volga waited. He always left his car at a discreet distance from his destination.




  He looked around carefully. No. There was no special reason to worry about it; but it was always better to be extra-careful. Timur typified a type endemic to civil service—here, there, everywhere. Reassured, he strode purposefully to the car, and slipped behind the wheel.




  It was three p.m. He rode straight through the city, cutting across noisy, crowded streets which, at that hour, overflowed with people. And he let his thoughts wander ... So, her name is Elena Filippovna Kondratyeva. It rang no bell. Kondratyev must have been a comparative nobody among directors-of-projects . . . but, then, judging by Tsanatovsky’s speech—and he was actually the Director of the Bureau of Funerals— Kondratyev couldn’t have been quite that unimportant. And yet ... the funeral party had been so small, only relatives and close friends; and not one official speech—all of which indicated that the dead man couldn’t have been very highly regarded. Which meant . . . which meant ... ah, well. Esper Ozirisovich’s motives for appearing must have been personal. But really, what difference did it make? It was the widow who was important, not her ex-husband.




  How violently she’d reacted! The bitch had almost sucked him into her. There she was, so delicate, so fragile in her widow’s weeds, so serious, so grief-stricken . . . but, in actuality there was something primal about the creature! Damn it, it was she who’d captured him! He never bared his prick like that unless there was something special about the person; it had to be someone who could really, truly feel—a sexy broad, or a young guy—or some veritable Queen of Lust. There were no shortages of these in Moscow. But, ordinarily this was nothing more than a casual gift, a form of salutation, a little something to serve as a ray of light in a kingdom of darkness. And it was only for a few moments, and with no manipulation, and absolutely no ejaculation. Just a fleeting apparition for those who fancied that sort of thing; or conversely, for those who would never reveal their interest but, later in private, would dwell on it repeatedly, concentrate on it, recall the details and arrive at a totally new understanding of themselves.




  Yes, this revealed something that had been hidden deep in the mind, obscure, unconscious. That was the explanation for his graveside gesture. An insulting appearance—and an immediate disappearance. A heavy stone tossed into the dull ditch of routine existence, existence based solely on the rules of hypocrisy and inhumanity. Actually, it was a cry—probably too generous for such dead souls. “Hey, you, what are you doing? Wake up! I’ve got something totally new for you!” And it was true; she was just a prisoner, buried alive. Dressed in stone (where had he read that, in some novel or other?), someone to wound, to insult at the moment of deepest grief. And then to vanish. But something in her face had startled him.




  It was the duality—the voluptuousness—the expression of sensuousness and depth born of woman’s mysterious past. It’s something frequently seen in women with slight squints; and in it there is always secrecy and complicity. Ah, she spread her net splendidly, by the slight movement of her feet, the trembling of her lips, the quivering of her nostrils . . .




  And, finally, it was perfectly obvious that she had been completely hooked, body and soul.




  It was that expression which had called forth his condescending gift, the look of the quivering victim. Never before had he reacted in this way—known this feeling of complete and staggering victory coupled with so sweet a defeat. Why had he been unable to stop? The challenge of her ironic smile had melted in the air and a boiling current had flowed between them, linking them in a transport of passion, in a reciprocated heat that compelled him to go on to the end.




  She, damn her, had been able to arouse him. And therefore he had to meet her again and crush her, or, simply convince himself of her limitations—prove to himself anew that paradise comes not from women, but from God, who gives life to the woman-mother vehicle.




  Timur dismissed the matter from his mind. When it suited him, he would look and find her. It was as simple as that. He had other things to think about. That business in the cemetery, for instance, had only served to convince him things were going as he thought. It confirmed his belief that no decent, honest citizen could obtain a proper burial, let alone untroubled rest or peace, and provided him with solid, new evidence he would be able to use in the future. It was clearly essential to take steps—to act instantly, as he had pointed out to Esper Ozirisovich (that bandit!). Naturally, he wouldn’t stick his neck out so long as he was dragging down enough money. But, as no one knew better than Timur, matters were coming to a head and it was this that had taken him to the cemetery—to find out once and for all how things stood. He’d been thinking about his idea for a long time. And, he had his fingers on the very pulse of Moscow while he trotted around the city on business for their co-operative; he had a wide net of acquaintances.




  Tomorrow there would be a conference to consider his proposition, which he considered brilliant. Surely such an idea could never have entered the minds of even the Politbureau, much less the academicians. Probably only Pakhan himself could even have understood it. Valery Borisovich, their chief (known as “the advocate” because of his legal background) had thought Timur was joking the first time he’d mentioned it.




  “Stop kidding around, Timur. You’re always coming up with these mad ideas. But we have to talk seriously now.” This, mind you, so that they could discuss a new model urn for ashes, to be made of some imitation-wood plastic! Seriously!




  “But, Valery Borisovich,” he had insisted, “I am being serious!” And as he explained, the chief had warmed to it, seen the possibilities. The old fox—shrewd, cautious, always thinking of himself; no wonder he’d done so well as a lawyer! But he had wanted time to consider the legal consequences. Impatiently, Timur had pushed him. “What’s illegal about it? You can see the whole thing; you understand it. This business is a gold mine! They’ll be pinning medals on us! Has anyone thought of a better way of keeping the memory of our builders of Communism forever fresh? The memory of the vanishing generation of Stalin’s sons, who with fire and sword literally created our socialist country—and who, now at an increasing rate, are being put into the damp earth, niches piled one on top of the other, where they end up nothing! It’s obvious there isn’t room for them all at the Kremlin wall. But look how many worthy people there are—from politics, science, the arts, industry! You can see that, can’t you?”




  Still, Valery Borisovich hesitated. Clearly, the whole thing was too much for him. The scale of Timur’s plan frightened him. “You’re right,” he conceded, “but it might cause trouble. We can’t foresee where this might lead. You can look around and see for yourself; the current line of products—coffins, graves, all that—isn’t going so badly. So why take on extra headaches? Your plan is simply too big. You want to create model cemeteries for the bourgeoisie—I beg your pardon—for the leading figures of our new society. Fine, but knowing how to start doesn’t tell us how, ultimately, this might end. Oh, I don’t doubt that eventually we’ll succeed . . . These people, well, they’re super-sensitive when it comes to matters of honor and respect.”




  The chief clearly wouldn’t be hurried; above all, he wanted to consult Horace Evsevonovich, that Colossus of the Future, who had shown such astonishing success at producing their coffins and other funeral appurtenances. Of their group, he had the sharpest eye; he examined everything with peasant shrewdness. He would get to the root of the matter immediately; possibly more important, he would be flattered that they had asked. It was, after all, he who would provide the soil of the collective farms in which the bigwigs of the capital would find their final rest.




  Since Valery Borisovich was naturally of a prudent and suspicious nature, his first thoughts were of all the possible intrigues and secret jealousies that would normally endanger such an ambitious scheme. But, offhand, he simply could not see where the danger lay. A famous man is offered a pleasant, restful plot in the finest Soviet soil; a monument is erected to him; he is constantly shown the greatest respect; and, naturally, the entire region benefits from the subterranean presence of all these celebrities. Who could fault that?




  And thus the chief was finally convinced. So, tomorrow, at the general meeting of the entire co-operative, the proposal would be considered and Timur saw very clearly that it would be accepted. Once Valery Borisovich and the Party Chairman were converted to it, there were no difficulties—there would be none. Marina and Gleb Vyacheslovov, those two characters, were on his side, of course. Timur’s schemes always delighted them.




  And there was Avdotya Zakharovna, a woman who combined a fertile imagination with insatiable greed. She would immediately grasp the possibilities; that was what he liked about her. Avdotya Zakharovna, his darling Dunya, still so lovely— yes, incomparably so, even in her mid-forties! She was old enough to be his mother, but she was all woman. Could you find anyone to match her among your young Moscow girls? It had been she who had seduced him and taught him what womanhood meant. His mind dwelt on her as he drove, for Timur was on his way to Vnyakovsky Airport to welcome Dunya back to Moscow from the Caucasus. He wondered what she would be bringing with her.




  Once past the Leninsky Prospekt, he made good time and found himself at Vnyakovsky with a half hour to spare. In the airport restaurant, he ordered a shot of Stolichnaya and some zakouskis to nibble on; while he waited he studied the other patrons. Sharing his table were three Georgians, two men and a middle-aged woman. They were involved in an animated discussion, full of gestures and flashing teeth. Timur decided they were simple rustics, come to Moscow on a buying trip. They had more the look of business people than of professionals or workers. It occurred to him that they might be involved in some shady transactions for a small enterprise back in Georgia. Both men wore grand mustaches. Though they went on chattering through them in Georgian, his presence seemed to make them uncomfortable—not that Timur could understand anything they said. When he sat down the woman stared at him and then turned away with a grimace he interpreted as disdain, as though she considered him an interloper. She made it obvious that she intended to ignore him.




  Across the room, several tables were filled with foreign tourists, each party accompanied by its Intourist translator. Probably headed for Kiev or Armenia, some southern place. There was a sprinkling of all age groups, though men and women in their fifties seemed to predominate. The men had dulled eyes, florid faces; many wore gold-rimmed glasses and gaudy shirts. The women, wearing glasses too, had blue-tinted hair and dresses in an assortment of garish colors. All carried books, and maps, and cheap cameras. Their coats and jackets were thrown over chairs. Timur assumed they were Americans.




  From under one table protruded a pair of long, unnaturally white legs, terminating in red plastic sandals that revealed patches of almost transluscent skin. The feet contrasted strangely with their surroundings, weary bodies sagging more like jello than flesh. The two legs were stretched out at full length, widely parted, and slightly bent at the knees as though their owner were greatly in need of a rest. She was probably sitting on the very edge of her chair; Timur’s eyes followed the legs upward until they encountered the hem of a light blue miniskirt, then searched under it to find the inner thighs where they joined at the trunk, merging into the groin in secret shadows. It was as though the two cool, rounded legs grew out of this eternal darkness. The feet were obviously female, and had the smoothness of youth. The bottom one nervously kicked off its red sandal; it fell with a clatter and the bare foot pressed against the floor, reminding Timur of nothing so much as the suckers on the tentacle of an octopus.




  The vision disturbed him profoundly. He searched for the rest of the enigma and found, floating above the backs and heads of the other customers, two absolutely rectangular shoulders, a long neck rising from them like a column of steam; and then, framed with a navy-blue silk kerchief, a face that was neither masculine nor feminine, but rather a geometric mask displaying two rows of plastic teeth, shining in a fixed smile that was outlined by cinnabar-painted lips. It and the eyes, encased in the rectangular platinum frames of her glasses, were aimed directly at Timur: in a parody of seductiveness. Everything on that face was polished and functional, streamlined, frozen into a laboratory image of life. Its age could only be conjectured from the very perfection of its immobility, though there were other barely detectable signs for the student that indicated the simulated woman who owned it must be nearer the century than the half-century mark. She’d been born, say, somewhere in Mississippi, or wherever it had been that General Lee’s guns fired their last salvo. Daughter of the American Revolution, totally confident of its eternal effectiveness, she looked down ‘at Timur as though she were the Statue of Liberty, or atop some skyscraper like the United Nations; she was a living testimony to the technological progress in the art of human restoration attained by America’s laboratories and manufacturing industries. And even the invitation she projected was a part of the rehabilitation plan: one must exercise regularly to keep all that plastic equipment in good shape; one must practice diligently with those artificial instruments for seduction or their dollar value will decline.




  Timur gazed at her in admiration, giving her the same look he reserved for the new Cadillacs and Buicks sometimes seen on Gorky Street, or for retired generals scintillating with decorations, or for top party functionaries, formed of the best gray Soviet steel—not very versatile, certainly, but highly utilitarian robots, roughly handcrafted, artisan-style work; appropriate for their tasks and even useful in emergency conditions; remarkably resistant to such acids as doubt or feelings. What is the difference, Timur asked himself, between this American woman and a woman Minister of Culture in the world’s most progressive government? The one is embalmed in a bath of chemical sediments and polymers; the other in dogmatic pronouncements and the holy revelations of Marx and Lenin.




  The loudspeaker announced the arrival of the plane from Tbilisi, and immediately afterward, the departure of the flight for Kiev. The American miniskirt whirled by Timur at shoulder level; she held a small umbrella pointed down at her miraculously preserved feet. The hand holding it, sharply contrasting with the feet, was covered with dried spots of gray, set off by a large diamond in an old-fashioned setting, which seemed to have sunk in ashes.




  When the tourists had left, Timur moved over to the table they had vacated. Ordering more zakouskis and another vodka, he had to convince the harassed waitress that he was waiting for friends and was not monopolizing a table for himself.




  Our Soviet restaurants make no concessions to the dizzying pace of a modern airport; obstinately, they remain in the days of Tolstoy and the English Club of Moscow; therefore, by the time the waitress returned, she was naively pleased to see that Timur had not lied and that his table was indeed communal. He had been joined by a party of three. There was a thickset air force major with a shaved head; a young girl of about thirteen—the Eastern type, possibly from Azerbaijan, with large, dark, liquid eyes; and a swarthy woman with very black, curly hair. She was one of those rare, fortunate creatures whose beauty flowers with age, and is enhanced with each new decade. Avdotya Zakharovna, Timur’s beloved Dunya, did not, in fact, seem younger than her forty-odd years—she was radiantly settled in the present, as though she had finally reached the point of perfect and definitive maturity. She held herself with a self-confidence that told the beholder she knew her beauty had conquered time.




  “So tell me how it’s going, Tim,” she ordered. “Everything under control?” One eye, unseen by the major, closed in a sultry wink. The question was obviously rhetorical, for she immediately turned toward the officer. “Tim, comrade major, is the son of my poor husband’s sister; my niece and I will be staying with him while we’re here.” She nodded toward the girl, having now filled in Timur on what her act was.




  Despite this, Timur was feeling somewhat annoyed and awkward; he had no idea what Dunya might have going with the major, who had inexplicably appeared accompanying the other two.




  “Yes, I quite understand,” the officer rumbled pompously, staring hungrily down into Dunya’s amply filled bodice.




  “As I told you, Avdotya Zakharovna,” he continued, “I am completely at your service while you’re in Moscow, and I assure you I shan’t begrudge any time spent with the widow of a hero of the Soviet Union.”




  So, that’s how it is, Timur thought, relaxing, amused at the greedy glance that accompanied the patriotic words. Everything was clear; this was Dunya’s latest conquest. She had probably wasted no time in letting the officer know of the great socialist services her husband had rendered. Dunya had married a test pilot chosen for cosmonaut training, who had been killed on an experimental flight. Posthumously, he had been awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union, and his widow received a substantial pension. Quite naturally, her consolation for her loss lay in the success of her country’s cosmonauts and she took joy in the honor of being with the nation’s finest sons whenever possible—people such as the major himself.




  Yes, Dunya had mastered Soviet rhetoric, there was no question of that; and she knew exactly how to puff up the egos of these idiots—the bloated, strutting roosters: “I’m grateful for your generous offer,” she continued, beaming at her captivated victim, “but I’m really very familiar with the city; I’ve friends and relatives here, you see, and, anyway, I couldn’t take up on your valuable time.”




  “Nonsense! Nonsense!” the major countered hurriedly. “It would be an honor and a pleasure . . .”




  “More pleasure than honor,” Dunya interrupted with a bluntness that startled the man. Not giving him time to analyze that, she went right on talking, turning to Timur. “We made friends with the major on the plane. He was very kind—a true Knight of the Blue Star. His help with all the red tape and the luggage was invaluable.”




  Timur had it all now. Dunya had brought in a load of illegal “goods”—that was why she’d picked up the major. He was a perfect cover. Oh, you wonderful windbag, you priceless melon head, you haven’t the slightest idea what you’re mixed up with! You probably carried her latest shipment of hashish right through customs. Dunya always brought in a load for Timur and her Moscow friends. She was the biggest dealer this side of the Urals.




  “No, no, Avdotya Zakharovna,” the major modestly protested. “To the widow of such a hero, all of us—all Soviet flyers—are as a family.”




  Dunya suddenly tired of the role of hero’s widow; now that her knight errant had outlived his usefulness he could go fly on his own. “And you certainly wouldn’t want to commit incest, my dear major,” she prodded him.




  Though he was obviously shocked, the major unexpectedly rose to the occasion. “Avdotya Zakharovna, you amaze me! You’ve learned to joke like a soldier!”




  “Naturally, naturally,” Dunya answered with approval, for she far preferred the coarse directness of army men to the wordy vagueness of the party man’s approach.




  “Seriously, though, dear lady,” the major resumed. “As I was telling you, both for the party and the service men who were their comrades, it has become a problem to give our fallen heroes the proper last respects ...”




  The conversation was unnecessarily long and moving in directions he would as soon avoid, Timur decided. “Avdotya Zakharovna,” he interrupted, “they are waiting for you; and I have things to do myself ...”




  “Yes, yes, Tim, you’re right. My niece is tired, and I too am exhausted by the trip—not to mention the change of climate. Once again, I want to thank you,” she told the major, “for all your kindness, and to tell you how pleased I am to have made your acquaintance—no, no, we’ll pay the check,” she hastened to add, beckoning the waitress.




  “Certainly not, Avdotya Zakharovna,” the major said, matching her gallantry, and rose. “That would be most improper—and I hope you will give me another opportunity...”




  “I don’t think . . .” Dunya began; but then thought it would be nonsense to refuse his good offices—one never knew when he might become useful again. She went on, more smoothly: “I should be pleased to, comrade major—if you will let me know when and where I might find you.”




  The officer hastily scrawled an address in his note pad, tore it out and handed it to her, and the two parted as friends. Timur, Dunya and the so-called niece left in a hurry and the major, ordering another vodka, settled down to contemplate the happy thought that Russia still contained many a stalwart wench.




  





  3. At the Country Villa




  Avdotya Zakharovna had had a long, hard life. She had been born in the Crimea, in Alupka, the product of a tempestuous if short-lived affair between the former Brigade Commander of Budenny’s First Cavalry, and a young Moscow actress. When the child had been no more than two months old, the star had had to go on tour, and left the baby in the care of a Crimean Tartar family. Little Dunya was fated never to see her mother again; she had, in fact, no memory of her at all. Her father was then working in a circus as a horseman and hypnotist, and he could do no better for her than to leave her with the kind Tartar peasant woman. Thus, Dunya’s first spoken words were Tartar.




  When she was nearly four her father came for her and took her to Batum. He was a very strong man, handsome, be-whiskered, born a Cherkess, a descendant of horsemen and horse traders. He was something of a lady-killer, and in Batum he found himself a new wife: a chemist, no less, from the intelligentsia. But the science of chemistry did not combine well with the science of Cherkess lovemaking: the young graduate of N— Institute spent her nights testing materials for the first Five-Year Plan, while the former hero of the Civil War, the charmer of Poti and Lobuleti, spent an equivalent amount of time in the Batum taverns. Dunya grew up by the mercy of fate, surrounded by kindhearted neighbors.




  Soon her stepmother was swallowed up by sanitoria, crushed under demands of love, creative chemistry, and tuberculosis.




  Her father had become involved in Black Sea contraband, and eventually vanished without a trace; Dunya never even learned if he had escaped to Turkey, or if he’d been sent to Siberia along with other anti-social elements in the Party. Tamara, a Georgian prostitute, became her latest mother; this was when she was about eight. And Tamara’s professional instinct told her that the combination of Russian and Cherkess bloods in the little girl would one day soon produce an exceptional woman. But Tamara genuinely loved her, as a mother. She took her to Tbilisi and established her as her own daughter. She saw in the girl, in fact, the one opportunity fate had given her, a chance to bring new meaning to her ruined life; and so she helped Dunya to go out among people, displaying her natural endowments, making use of them in the best possible way—avoiding the weakness and sentimentality which had been the cause of Tamara’s failure in her profession. Tamara (who had been in the “trade” some twenty years before, in Moscow) didn’t sing pioneer songs to Dunya, but the songs prostitutes sang as they were paraded off to camp:




  My white road blanketed




  By cocaine, the silvery powdered snow . . .




  The seeds Tamara planted found fertile soil in Dunya, who had inherited from the Cherkess stallion his ingrained sensitivity combined with a masculine strength of disposition; and from her mother perseverance and the ability to study and learn. In addition, as it turned out, luck was added to that genetic pool.




  When she became an adult, she fell in with the circle that surrounded the mightiest and the most terrifying man in the Caucasus, and later in the entire country. Like many other girls, she was taken from the streets at a sign from the bespectacled minister who roamed the world in search of young flesh for his master’s harem, chasing around the streets and alleys of the city in his car. But what for others meant slavery and tragedy, became for Dunya the beginning of a brilliant career. She developed not only into an indispensable companion in dissipation, but a magnificent swindler as well, and a remarkable organizer. Then—due to a variety of changes in higher echelons —fate brought her once again to the Caucasus.




  There, on the Black Sea, she became acquainted with a young test pilot, born in Central Russia, and bearing the legendary name of Pugachev. He had been chosen for astronautical training, and, before taking off for school, was spending his leave there at Gagrax. Their meeting immediately led to a passionate affair, and soon after to marriage. For several years Dunya was a loving and sensuous wife, and in fact her life might have continued quite differently if her Leonid hadn’t died a hero’s death along the infinite road to the Cosmos. For Dunya it was the end of any hope of a normal life. Chaos reigned all around her: dishonesty, selfishness, absurdity. There was nothing left but to plunge straight into the maelstrom, going headlong into a wild life of adventure—taking vengeance, in short, on everyone and everything, because of everything and nothing. The passive role of a hero’s widow was not her sort of thing.




  Leonid had also picked a life-style that involved rebellion against reality—challenge to the world. Dunya remembered how they had read Essenin together—not the lyrical writer beloved of sentimental lovers, but the desperate, tragic poet: Ah, how gay is today with the dew Of the alcoholic river.




  The harmonica-player with the caved-in nose Sings of the Volga and Cheka. There is something evil in the gaze of idiots, Recalcitrant in awkward speeches: They are sorry for the silly young men Who ruined their lives on the spur of the moment, Sorry for those whom stern October Fooled with its snowstorm. And already, with new daring, The secret, the hidden knife in the boot is sharpened . . .




  And so Dunya came back to the Caucasus, returning to the world from which she had fled in search of life, returning with hope, but with anger and dry calculation, finding an endless new pleasure in being able to perceive exactly what she wanted. She lived her third youth in the full bloom of her powers, armed with experience, and with friendship reserved for those who had not yet lost their influence. Influence is something she learned to use better than anyone around her—without compromising herself, as the others seemed compelled to do. She soon found herself the center of a network providing every possible illegal service, particularly to those whom the criminal code defines as “maintaining illicit places for the use of narcotics and scenes of debauchery.”




  Gradually Avdotya developed in herself an ambition commensurate with her business instinct, an insatiable greed which never yielded to her insatiable sensuality. She pushed her pawns with great care, so as not to lose stupidly, and, she always had someone, in reserve, to cover up for her—someone who, naturally, did not know much about the details or the full scope of her activities. Besides, she knew how to be generous with those who were close to her; their welfare was a very small price to pay for the position she had attained in society. And her various deals grew along the same lines.




  She became involved with Timur by chance. He’d been passing through Tbilisi on the co-operative’s business, and noticed Dunya in one of the cafes. Thanks to that infallible instinct (or is it an inexplicable fatality?) which brings together the sex-maniac and his willing victim, he had not hesitated a second before coming out with his exhibit. The act in itself could not fail to attract Dunya to him. Along with the incredibility of it all, and the almost abnormal size of the exhibit, was Timur’s shining face, in which she immediately recognized lack of control, traces of belated adolescence, and premature senility; he became for her the visible symbol of her exclusiveness.




  Thus was born the delicate and ambiguous friendship, in which she was both mother and prostitute for Timur. Dunya, for her part, felt raped by him every time, all the more as for a long while she never reached a climax; and now this feeling was accompanied by the astringent savor of incest. This is, in short, how Avdotya Zakharovna was introduced to the funereal business, soon attaining a rather important position thanks to her abilities and specialized talents. Since then she often came to Moscow, usually arriving in town the day before the meetings of flourishing organizations dedicated to providing prompt, adequate, and first-class services for deceased citizens and their families.




  Timur’s Volga quickly crossed the city from the southwest to the other end of the capital. Avdotya Zakharovna had counted on entertaining the young girl with the astonishing view of a large capital city, but she sat in the back seat, stunned and completely withdrawn. Neither Dunya nor Timur intruded on her privacy. While driving, Timur, in a low voice, brought Dunya up to date on some of his thoughts about the business at hand; and every now and then glanced in the back mirror. The child’s immature, delicate body resembled a stalk reaching toward the sun to gather strength and life. The body, poised lightly on the edge of the seat, breathed and quivered independently; the face was immobile and lived within its own dreams. It was not the little girl who looked out of the window— the buildings, the avenues, the streets, the people themselves flung themselves instead through the window into her huge, wide-open eyes. The car ran along Dmitrovsky Chaussee. They had just passed Bytyaka. On the left stood the blocky, prison-like hulks of the new residential area of Novokharinsk.




  The dacha of the lawyer Valery Borisovich Tarakanov, where they were headed, lay in a pleasant wooded area a few kilometers out of town. Avdotya Zakharovna turned to the little girl and asked, “Are things all right with you, darling?”




  “Dildor is tired,” she whined, blinking her eyes and beginning to cry.




  “All right, all right, darling, nap a bit. We will be there soon, and you must be as beautiful and sparkling as the stars in Baku.”




  Timur smiled to himself: the old procuress, she certainly knows how to flatter her little kitten




  The dacha was situated on a cliff in a secluded place among white and black birches, whose trunks resembled animals, perhaps long-necked giraffes. They were expected. A large whitish sheep dog jumped out to greet them with a friendly bark. Across the lawn at the doorway stood a very erect, tall, thin, middle-aged woman with a Byzantine face. She was wearing a black and violet flowered dress of heavy silk. Around her neck were amber beads, and both wrists were encircled by silvered Oriental bracelets. This was Olga Borisovna, the sister of the master.




  She led them to a spacious dining room bathed in rather dim twilight, the typical spring color of the environs of Moscow. Her greeting was reserved and laconic. Only to Dildor did she turn with a caressing gesture; she kissed her lightly and drew her close. The little girl went to her trustingly, as though this was the person she had expected to meet at the end of her long journey.
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